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Holiday Season & Stress
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Background: let’s 
talk about facts
● 62% - Stress levels “very or somewhat” 

elevated 
● 10% - Stress levels “unchanged”

- Financial demands, interpersonal 
family dynamics, maintaining 
personal health habits 

● APA - 38% report increased stress
● 8% people report feeling happier
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Background cntd

● APA - 44% of females report 
increased stress vs. 31% males

● 54% of families of lower-middle 
income ($30,000 - $50,000 
household income) - increased 
stress

● 31% of lower income (< $30,000) 
and 40% of people with higher 
income (>50,000)
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Background cntd

● Stress levels are highest when teens return to 
school 

● 58% or ⅔ know somebody who has considered 
self-harm 

● 58% “somewhat or very” concerned about 
their own mental health

● ⅕ parents admit their stress levels negatively 
impacts children during holidays

● Mothers 2x more likely to feel stress
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Background cntd

● Prep for stress - updating or shifting 
cognitive strategies

● Attention from one task to another
● ↑ responsibilities - prefrontal cortex overdrive
● ↓ memory & concentration
● Less new brain cell production 
● Acute reaction to immediate stress - more 

likely to go away after season is over 
● Face-to-face ↑ wellbeing & focus
● Social-connectedness & growth related 

activities ↑ wellbeing
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Positives   and Negatives

● Family reunited
● Sense of community
● Sense of appreciation 
● Time off school
● Motivation to achieve 

goals
● Opportunity to 

recharge

● Navigating family 
dynamics

● Isolation
● Loneliness
● Stress returning to 

school
● Expectations don’t 

match reality 
● Financial pressure 
● Grief 
● ↑ responsibilities
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Biopsychosocial  Model
● Comparing self to 

peers (e.g. gift, family 
unit)

● Stress of 
preparation/chaos

● Extra responsibilities

● Changes in diet
● Changes in 

Exercise 
● Less sunlight & 

shorter days
● Bloating 
● Headaches

● Anxiety about 
meeting expectations 
(e.g. multiple 
households)

● Worry re family 
dynamics

● Seasonal sadness

Social

Bio

Psycho

9



Possible Additional Environmental 
Stressors
● Covid-19 travel restrictions
● Isolation
● Fear for loved ones health
● Separated or divorced families 
● Grief (e.g. this year grandpa is not here)
● Social triggers 
● Unhealthy family dynamics
● Perfectionistic expectations 
● Heightened emotionality 
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Anniversary Effect

● Increased distress around 
anniversary of traumatic event -
feeling mildly upset for a while 
→ significant psychiatric or 
medical symptoms

● Prepare ahead of 
time

● Commemorate event
● Talk to someone
● Share experience w/ 

others involved 
● Take note of progress
● Practice self-kindness
● Identify triggers 
● Safety plan
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Warning 
signs of stress 
in children
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Behavioral Health 
During the Holidays

2
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Depression
● More than just “moodiness” or “holiday blues”

● Warning signs: 

○ Feelings of worthlessness/hopelessness

○ Weight changes

○ Guilt

○ Abandoning hobbies

○ Withdrawal from friends and family

○ Energy loss

○ Appetite changes

○ Sleep problems

○ Thoughts of death or suicide
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What to do
Check-in with your child/teen:
● Start by asking them if anything is bothering them and explain that you 

have noticed a change in their mood lately. 
● Validate that the holidays can be a stressful time for everyone 
● Ask if there is something you can do to make their holiday better 
● Keep an open dialogue, listening can be more helpful than talking 

Check-in Activity: 
● GLAD technique: write down something you are grateful for (G), 

something you learned (L), something that you accomplished (A) and 
something that delighted you (D)

Contact your health provider
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Anxiety
● Nervousness before a large event/travel 

is normal and common

● Social anxiety- different from shyness 
and introversion 

● What to look for: 

○ Fear of being judged/embarrassed

○ Avoid attracting attention

○ Worries and intense anxiety about 

upcoming social activities

○ Hard time talking to people 

○ Physical symptoms (e.g., 

blushing, sweating)
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What to do 

● Communicate plans early 

○ Example: If you're going to stay with relatives during the 

holidays, print out pictures of who you'll be visiting. Tell your 

child stories about them to ease anxiety about new people.

● Open a discussion about what they are anxious about the holidays

● Keep routines: They are critical for a child with anxiety to feel 
some sense of control and peace.
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What to do

● Role play: The more prepared a child feels for a situation, the 
less anxiety they will feel.

● Help your child build relationships, strong social skills and 
maintain friendships.

○ Model social skills

○ With younger children, arrange playdates or get them 

involved in activities
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Coping skills toolbox

● Create with your child to help them calm 
down when they are upset, anxious or 
worried.

● Things you can include:

○ Feel good items that engage all five 

senses

○ Written affirmations

■ “I’m doing my best.”

○ Strategy cards: breathing, stretching, 

jumping jacks
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ADHD considerations

● Teens/children diagnosed with ADHD may experience 
heightened anxiety and stress symptoms during the holiday 
months 

○ Lack of schedule or overscheduling

○ Lack of consistency in eating, sleeping, and expectations 

across settings

● Make sure that children know that usual behavior rules apply, even 
on vacation.

● Give praise and rewards when rules are followed
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● Sugar & hyperactivity

○ Children and teens should have 

less than 25g of free sugars a day 

(6 sugar cubes)

● Structure/Schedule

○ Try to keep mealtimes, bedtimes 

and medication times about the 

same as they are at home.

○ Lack of sleep can be associated 

with increased hyperactivity
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Substance Use

● Risk factors: heightened life stressors, lack of adult 
supervision, increased free time, overstimulation, 
and reduced social support

● Reasons for trying substance use: 

○ boredom*

○ peer pressure

○ social anxiety*

○ trying new things*

○ boost grades

○ control weight 

Gray, K. M., & Squeglia, L. M. (2018). Research Review: What have we learned 
about adolescent substance use?. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 
59(6), 618-627.
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Substance Use

Warning 
Signs
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How to talk about 
substance use

1. Communication is key! Have frequent conversations with your 
teen, and make sure you listen to them. 

2. Promote healthy activities to help fight off boredom and 
improve mental stimulation. 

3. Establish clear family rules about drug and alcohol use and 
consistently follow them.

4. Keep track of the alcohol and/or prescription drugs that you 
keep in the house.

Contact your healthcare provider.

***Be prepared that if you’re going to ask 
your kids questions about substance use, 
you may get answers that are difficult to 
hear.
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Strategies & Resources3
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Recognizing Your Child’s Emotions (and Ours!)
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Joy-
Helps us 
know 
what’s 
important

Anger-
defense

Sadness-
Missing 
something and 
seeking comfort

Fear-
Radar for 
protection

Disgust-
Helps us to get 
away from 
something 
unpleasant



Planning for the Holidays
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Meaning Making and Acceptance

Meaning making refers to how individuals understand and make sense of life events

(Pathways Professional Counseling, 2019)

Identifying the 
situation and 
assessing how I 
feel

Acknowledgment 
of feelings on 
self and others

Self-compassion

Acceptance
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Planning for the Holidays
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Planning for the Holidays

● How to create a Holiday Plan:
○ Have a family meeting
○ Formulate questions
○ Create a holiday plan checklist

■ Food
■ Decorations
■ Events, parties, and family 

gatherings
■ Traditions
■ Post-holidays
■ Reflection

(National Grief Center for Children and Families)

31



Coping with Anniversaries and Difficult Dates

● Marking the anniversary and finding 
ways to honor loved one by 
○ Writing a story
○ Planting a tree
○ Making an ornament in loved 

one’s honor
○ Making a movie/dance/creative  

○ Light a memorial candle and 
invite others to share memories

○ Write a card to loved one
○ Buy a gift that loved one liked 

and donate it to a cause 
important to tham

○ Cook loved one’s favorite 
meals→opportunity to share 
memories at the table

(National Grief Center for Children and 
Families)
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Coping with Family Separation
● Modeling: children do best when parent(s) express a positive attitude 

about the separation and have internal coping skills to deal with stressors
○ Caring for the caregiver
○ It’s okay for feel anger/frustration/sadness/tiredness

● Taking a break from social media
● Allow child’s discussion of memories of past holidays when everyone was 

together
● If appropriate, consider having your child’s parent join in on holiday 

traditions
● Finding a community and reaching out for support
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Mental Health Resources

Mental Health Services in Northern California| Kaiser Permanente

Find community services in the Bay Area | La 

Familia (livelafamilia.org)

Home | NAMI: National Alliance on Mental 

Illness

Axis Community Health
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https://healthy.kaiserpermanente.org/northern-california/health-wellness/mental-health/services
https://livelafamilia.org/
https://nami.org/Home
https://axishealth.org/


Mental Health Resources

CareSolace

● Livermore Valley Joint Unified School District : Care Match 
(caresolace.com)
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https://www.caresolace.com/site/lvjusdfamilies


Mental Health Resources
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Mental Health Resources
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Transitioning to Spring and Finishing Strong

● Here are some considerations regarding transitioning from winter 
break to the spring term:

○ Regulating sleep cycle

○ Changed study schedule

○ Flexibility when it comes to COVID trends

■ Having a back up plan

○ For high school students: transitioning to life after high 

school
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Thank you for attending tonight’s 
presentation! Take care!

Questions?4
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