
 

1 

HOLIDAY–RELATED  STRESS 

by 

Dr. Stephen M. Mathis 

 

 Whenever holidays occur, they typically carry a mixed blessing. 

For many, the holidays bring good cheer, family togetherness, fond 

reminiscences, and the rekindling of old friendships. Unfortunately, 

it's also a time when added stressors abound. Common annoyances 

include increased traffic, a dearth of parking, more crowds, long 

shopping lines, stores running out of merchandise, and added financial 

demands. In addition, some folks have the added burden of loved ones 

who have either passed away or who can't be with them due to jobs, 

marriage, and/or military service. For another growing segment of our 

society where separation, divorce, and remarriage are becoming 

increasingly prevalent, a variety of family-based stressors also 

contaminates otherwise festive seasons. While most of these can't be 

eliminated, there are methods to minimize their negativity. 

 As anyone who lives in the greater Atlanta area can attest, 

traffic in this city is frequently frustrating at best. With the added 

number of cars on the highways during the holidays, this trend is 

magnified. In addition, more people are headed for one of the many 

shopping centers in this city, overcrowding even the larger malls that 

are becoming unable to adequately handle the increased demand for 

parking spaces. Inside the stores, overcrowding, long lines, less 

availability of clerks, longer times waiting to be seated or served at 

various eating facilities, and/or desired items selling out are the order 

of the day. If the primary shopper is an adult with children whose 

coping skills are understandably less well-developed than their adult 



 

2 

counterparts, this experience can become downright heinous…both to 

the accompanying adult and to other shoppers who are in earshot of 

the young child's protestations. Several things that can be done to 

alleviate some of these sources of annoyance and inconvenience 

include the following: 

1. Make a list of potential gifts and obtain them on your regular 

shopping outings early in the year. If you're waiting for sales, those 

can often be found at other, less busy “minor” holidays and through 

specials that many stores run throughout the year when the sheer 

numbers of cars and people aren't so voluminous. 

2. Shop on-line and through mail-order catalogues. With the 

proliferation of web sites, mail-order services, and on-line shopping, 

this outlet is becoming an increasingly viable and popular alternative. 

3. If you shop in the conventional manner, do so during the week (and 

NOT after work or during lunch hours) if possible. Should this not be 

a viable option and you are forced to shop on the weekends, do so 

either very early in the morning or later in the evening. Another 

potential alternative is to give a trustworthy significant other your 

shopping list. If you must take a child with you shopping, set a limited 

time to be out with him/her so as not to tire the child. You may also 

wish to take along some favorite toys to help him/her pass the time 

should a wait occur. 

4. If you must be out at the peak times of holiday cacophony, 

acknowledge to yourself in advance that you will likely have to be 

inconvenienced and accept that fact. Allow yourself extra time to do 

what you have to do while shopping, remembering not to overschedule 

your activities on those days. In addition, you can strengthen your 

internal coping muscles by reminding yourself that in spite of any 

undesired situations that might occur that you are quite competent to 
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cope with the scenario and that it's not the end of the world if things 

don't go according to plans. 

5. If it's feasible, you may wish to take public transportation to 

eliminate the traffic and parking problems. 

6. Plan your expenditures well in advance of the holiday season as 

much as possible and stick within your budget. One way to get a "ball 

park" idea of what you can expect to spend is basing it on last year's 

spending plus 10% – 20% (depending on inflation and the extra people 

added to your list). You might start holding out a small amount of 

money from each paycheck for the end of the year to minimize the 

“crunch” spent during major holiday seasons. 

7. Go with friends to help pass the time. If you also take children 

with you, try to pick friends who also have children so that they might 

be able to amuse each other while the adults are taking care of their 

business. 

 While families are usually a source of comfort during this time, 

they can also be a source of problems ranging from inconvenience to 

dysfunction. Married couples sometimes run into the problem of 

picking the "in law" family with which they will spend the holidays. 

With a generous portion of compromise and communication between the 

couple and their respective family of origin members, most logistics 

can be successfully traversed. Often times, the couple will opt to 

spend one holiday with one side of the family and another holiday with 

the other side of the family. If this becomes too burdensome due to 

geographic factors, a lesser-desired option might be to use frequent 

phone liaisons. Other couples with financially sound parents could 

either come themselves to the couple's home or pay for the couple to 

come to them. An alternative to this strategy with both families living 

in close geographic proximity is to spend part of the day with one 
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partner's family and the other part of the day with the other partner's 

family. For individuals in the military who can't get home for a myriad 

of reasons, possible alternatives might include phone liaisons, various 

internet chatting/video devices, and/or a videotape that is sent to the 

family (and vice versa). 

On the more serious end of the spectrum, a cornucopia of feelings 

that includes loss, guilt, anger, grief, abandonment, confusion, 

depression, anxiety, loneliness, resentment, and betrayal can surface 

as a result of separation/divorce or death of a loved one. These 

emotions are particularly acute when the death or divorce/separation 

occurred during a previous holiday time, has recently occurred, or is 

currently in process. When separation/divorce occurs between a 

couple who have children or adolescents, these offspring also bear 

the burden of the breakup. Disagreements often ensue when issues 

surface of with whom the offspring will spend and/or how much time on 

which days of the holiday season, with the child or teen often feeling 

"sandwiched" between parental strife. With multiple offspring, it 

sometimes becomes a fight over which child or adolescent will spend 

how much time with which parent on what day. When remarriage with 

one or both members of the former couple has also occurred, another 

potential complication surfaces. It is best to plan for these issues 

well in advance of the holidays. This obviously requires serious effort 

on, communication with, and cooperation between the individual 

members of the former couple and/or current partners of the 

remarriage dyad. Sadly, this must happen between people who would 

usually just as soon not even see or talk to each other, much less 

cooperate in a semi-civil manner. Nevertheless, this must be 

accomplished whenever minor offspring are involved. In addition, it is 

critically important for children and adolescents to ALWAYS be kept 
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out of any parental or adult mayhem and conflict. With the notion of 

doing what's in the best interest of the child/teen as the foremost 

caveat, most of the "holiday custody" issues can be ironed out with 

determination, diligence, respect, rationality, and patience. If parents 

and/or current partners feel unable to do this on their own, they 

should seek professional guidance as to how to accomplish this in the 

least disruptive, most cooperative manner possible. As most mental 

health professionals are overburdened during the holiday season, it is 

again imperative for the former couple to engage in this counseling 

process early. Find a neutral professional with whom to work, rather 

than trying to use either partner's respective individual therapists (if 

they are or have been in counseling). Another alternative is to utilize 

their offspring's therapist (if this is the case) to assist with this 

process, as this professional would be aware of the child's/teen's 

temperament and what sorts of interventions might be least upsetting. 

When dealing with the death of a loved one over the holidays, 

survivors need to keep some simple ideas in mind and follow some basic 

guidelines: 

1. Accept that it will likely be difficult and that it's OK not to feel 

"in the holiday spirit" all the time. Grief and mourning are completely 

normal states that can last up to several years. This is especially true 

for the first couple of seasons, if the loss is recent, or if the loss 

occurred during a previously similar holiday. Should the process 

become overwhelming, seriously consider obtaining professional 

guidance. If you're already in counseling, don't curtail your sessions 

during the holidays. If support groups exist in your area that address 

the issues with which you are struggling, entertain attending one or 

more of them in addition to whatever individual counseling in which 

you might be engaged. 
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2. Get as much familial, spiritual, community, and social support as 

possible. This aspect cannot be overemphasized. 

3. Avoid excessive substance consumption that will enhance 

untoward emotionality or impair your ability to successfully cope with 

the season. This is particularly true of substances that either 

lower/depress the nervous system (e.g., alcohol) or those that unduly 

agitate (e.g., cocaine) the nervous system. 

4. Plan your days and nights so that you don't have too much "down" 

or alone time. Make use of some of your "down" time to do chores or 

projects you’ve been procrastinating undertaking or finishing. Also 

remember to take extra care to be good to yourself, whether that's 

exercising, taking a bubble bath, listening to your favorite music, or 

meditating. 

 With a little planning and forethought, potential issues that may 

arise to contaminate these normally rewarding times can be averted or, 

at the very least, minimized. In doing so, there is an increased 

likelihood that the holidays can be rewarding experiences for 

everyone. 


