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6 tips for managing difficult family dynamics over the holidays

October 23, 2025 | By Meredith Bailey
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Setting healthy boundaries can help you navigate family drama while keeping your cool this holiday season.

At a glance

» Before an event, reflect on how you want to show up and recognize stress triggers
» Set boundaries that support your well-being, and avoid making ultimatums
e Let go of fixing family drama — focus on self-care and maintaining realistic expectations

The holidays can be a time of joy and togetherness with loved ones, but — let’s be honest — family gatherings can also be
complicated. Sometimes old wounds resurface, political disagreements arise or unspoken tensions escalate into conflict,
turning a festive vibe into a stressful one.

You may feel pressured to keep the peace — or simply wonder how you’ll keep your cool. Navigating family dynamics can
be challenging, but it doesn’t have to derail your holiday season.

We've got tips to help you preserve your sense of calm and support more positive, meaningful interactions with those you
care about.
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1. Set your intention: How you want to show up at holiday gatherings

Holiday stress can make it easy to slip into old roles and unhealthy patterns of behavior. In other words, we may not be the
best versions of ourselves.

So, how do you ensure you don't default to old habits? It starts with a little self-reflection.

“Ask yourself how you want to show up at a family event, and write it down,” says Mark Ingoldby, LICSW, a clinical social
worker with the MultiCare Behavioral Health Network. “What kind of person do you want to be, and what kinds of behaviors
reflect your values?”

Doing this exercise before a gathering can help you stay true to who you are now — regardless of how others are acting —
and set healthy boundaries.

2. ldentify your holiday stress triggers

Once you've set your intention, consider what triggers may throw you off. Are there certain people, behaviors or situations
that may lead you to revert to old patterns or compromise who you are?

Also, what signs indicate you're feeling overwhelmed, or at risk of letting difficult family dynamics dictate your behavior? For
example, do your hands start to feel clammy, does your heart rate increase or do you get quiet?

“Once you know these things about yourself, you can start to develop strategies for how you're going to avoid or cope with
triggers,” says Lauren Baker, MS, LMHC, a mental health therapist with the MultiCare Behavioral Health Network. “Maybe
that's deep breathing, walking away from a situation until you feel calmer or reinforcing a boundary you've set.”

3. Set healthy boundaries and stick to them

Boundaries help you prioritize your well-being, avoid overcommitting and reduce the potential for conflict at holiday
gatherings. They involve communicating your needs and clarifying expectations about how you'll interact with others.

There are different types of boundaries you may need to set, ranging from how much time you'll spend at an event to what
behaviors you'll tolerate. Here’s how to effectively set and reinforce boundaries:

Start early

Have discussions about your plans ahead of time to head off conflict during the actual event. It can be helpful to put it in
writing — in an email, for example — so there is no ambiguity.

Use “I” statements

Frame the conversation in terms of what you need by using “I” statements. This reduces the potential for arguments, blame
and defensiveness.

For example: “Politics stress me out. I’'m not going to talk about that today, so | can enjoy our time together.”
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Be direct and clear

Whether you're setting a boundary before an event or in the moment, be assertive, clear and kind. You don't need to offer
lengthy explanations or apologies.

For example: “I'm looking forward to seeing everyone, but I'm not comfortable being around heavy drinking, so I'm going to
leave by 8pm.”

Avoid ultimatums

While they may appear similar, ultimatums are different from boundaries. Ultimatums like “If you keep yelling at me, I'm
leaving,” are focused on controlling another person’s behavior.

On the other hand, boundaries like “I'm not comfortable listening to yelling. | can talk about this later when we’re both calm,”

are about taking care of yourself.

Is it OK to skip a family holiday gathering?

Sometimes we feel obligated to go to an event out of guilt or because it's what we’ve always done. But if your family
situation is so toxic that attending may be harmful to your well-being, consider whether it's worth going, Ingoldby
shares. You may be better off skipping it.

Expect resistance

It's common to experience pushback when setting boundaries. Loved ones may try to convince you to change your mind,
guilt-trip you, or express anger or resentment.

“Make sure you're clear on your motivation for setting the boundary,” Baker says. “This can help you avoid second-guessing
yourself in the moment and reinforce the boundary you've set with confidence.”

It's also helpful to anticipate how others might respond so you can be prepared to kindly and calmly stand your ground in the
moment.

For example: “I know this tradition is important to you, but | just can’t celebrate in that way this year. | hope you can
understand.”

4. Let go of the need to fix family drama

It can be tempting to go into a gathering thinking you can “fix” family issues. Maybe it's a long-standing grievance between
two relatives that boils over every year, or someone who tends to drink too much and stir up trouble. Yet it's not your
problem to solve.
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“Trying to regulate, control or improve the situation often just backfires,” says Baker. “Instead focus on controlling yourself —
your own thoughts, feelings and behaviors. Be kind but avoid getting involved — and walk away if you need to.”

5. Make a plan for self-care

Whether you're visiting family for a few days or planning an extended visit, staying in close quarters with loved ones can
intensify tension and test your patience.

To support your well-being and sense of calm, prioritize small acts of self-care — take a walk, call a supportive friend or step
away, even if it's just to the next room, to breathe and reset.

6. Maintain realistic holiday expectations

Even with preparation, no gathering is going to be perfect. There may still be minor squabbles, awkward interactions, or
family members who are struggling due to stress, loss, grief, illness or other issues. While your boundaries matter,
compassion goes a long way, too.

“You never know what kind of year someone’s had,” Ingoldby says. “Sometimes we just need to sit with people, accept
where they’re at and acknowledge that their situation, whatever it is, is hard.”

What's next

Tired of doomscrolling? Here’s how to set limits and redirect your energy
Find out how to cut back on alcohol without quitting

Explore MultiCare’s mental and behavioral health services
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Mom partners with collaborative to address youth mental health
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