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Steps To Managing Your Emotions 
During The Holiday Season 

By: Kara Jensen, LPC 
                Pathways Counseling Center 
           
For many of us, there is great anticipation for the holidays.  Our emotions can range from joy 
to stress and anxiety all in the same day. Of course we enjoy the celebrations, family 
traditions, delicious meals, sweet memories of past holidays; but along with that enjoyment 
we add the stress of preparations, pressure of feeling joyous, expectations of the perfect 
holiday, fear of the letdowns and 2010 brings a new anxiousness in most of us due to the 
struggling economy.  It can almost feel overwhelming at times.  With that in mind, I have 
made a list of 6 steps that I believe will help you restore the joy and meaning to your holiday 
season and help you be less stressed so that you can focus on what is important to you and 
your family. 
 
 

1. Get honest about your feelings 
The world and all its marketing madness puts so much pressure on us to be 
happy during the holidays that we feel even lower when we can’t quite get 
there. The holiday season does not eliminate sadness or loneliness and 
often times those negative emotions can be magnified due to the pressures 
and expectations to be happy. Give yourself a break.  

 Allow yourself to feel whatever comes up. Acknowledge the emotion, 
name it, feel it and then give it to God. Ask Him to take it away, then 
move forward with your day, while looking for positive things in your 
life for which you can sincerely be thankful. 

Remember the holiday season does not eliminate sadness or loneliness. 
Old problems and difficulties continue and new ones can arise during the 
holiday season. And, for some, the holiday season evokes painful memories 
from recent events or the loss of loved ones in the past.  

 Give room for yourself and your family to experience and express 
these feelings. But, try not to let them become a consuming focus. 
Make an effort to work through present challenges and conflicts. 

Do you have strong negative emotions that are interfering with your daily 
tasks? Are you having a difficult time moving past hurt, anger, sadness, or 
anxiety? Then you may need to seek help. Don’t go down this road alone. 

 There are people all around you who are willing to help…friends, 
family members, pastors, lay counselors, and/or professionals. 
Intense negative emotions that interfere with day-to-day tasks signal 
the need for professional help. 

 
2. Envision what you want your holidays to be this year 

Acknowledge the past, look toward the future and enjoy the present. There 
are always changes in life.  We get to choose our perspective on those 
changes. Some are difficult and some are welcomed. Each season of life is 
different. Determine to enjoy this holiday season for what it is. 
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Acknowledging the past, whether it was good or bad, is appropriate. This 
year may not match past years and if you find that this year has been a 
really hard one and you don’t believe that it will be the best holiday ever, try 
not to set yourself up for disappointment by comparing today with the 
amazing days of yester year.  Take advantage of the positives the present 
holiday season has to offer. 

 Take a few moments to daydream and write about what you really 
want your holidays to be this year.  
1. Who do you want to spend it with?  
2. What do you want to accomplish?  
3. How do you want to feel?  
4. How do you want to handle finances?  
5. Who do you want to serve?  
6. What do you want to focus on? 

 
3. Acknowledge barriers 

If we simply stop at envisioning our holidays the way we want them to be, 
we will miss out on experiencing them that way because it is too easy to get 
swept away with the hub-bub of the season. The next step is to really think 
about what keeps you from achieving the holidays you want.   

 Make a list of the circumstances, messages, thoughts, beliefs, 
feelings, people that hinder you from reaching your vision.  

 Now consider which of these obstacles can be removed. How would 
you remove them? Which of these items seem challenging or 
impossible to remove. It might help to brainstorm with family or 
friends about eliminating these obstacles. If they can’t be moved, can 
you work around them to accomplish your vision? 

 
4. Prioritize  

The “holidays” is plural because it is not just one day. Take advantage of the 
days and weeks that make up the holidays and stretch your plans out so 
that you are not in a “holi-daze”.   

 Prioritize the activities you really want to do this season. Put those on 
your calendar first…serving others, your favorite aunt’s party, 
Christmas Eve Candlelight Service, driving around looking at lights, 
etc.  

With the struggling economy right now, it may be important to prioritize your 
finances this year.  

 What are the most important activities or people you want to spend 
money on this year?  Are there substitutions that might be free or 
cheaper?  

o For example, instead of going to the Nutcracker at Capitol 
Theater, you might get just as much enjoyment from attending 
the high schools interpretation?  



3 

o Instead of buying a lot of lights for your own house or paying 
someone to put them up, you might drive around the city and 
look at other’s lights.  

o Instead of hosting a party and fitting the bill for all of the food, 
you might enjoy a potluck where others bring their favorite 
holiday dish to share.  

Thinking outside of the box and prioritizing the really special events can be 
fun and might bring about new traditions to your family.  

 
5. Create meaning  

You get to choose how meaningful your holidays are. Often times we get so 
caught up in the “rat race” and the pressures of the worldly view of 
Christmas that all sense of meaning is lost. The true meaning of the holidays 
is about giving thanks, celebrating the birth of our Savior, and being grateful 
for another year to share our love.  

 A great way to add meaning to your holidays is to serve 
others…whether you buy gifts for another family, help organize food 
at the food pantry, put up your neighbors lights, share baked goods 
with others…serving out of love is the greatest gift you can give and 
receive. 

 Try adding new traditions to your family’s holidays. Sometimes we 
can get in a rut if we “do” the holidays the same way each year. Spice 
it up a bit. Refocus your energy and time.  

 
6. Take control of your holidays 

These holidays are yours to create. You don’t have to get caught in the 
marketing frenzy. Do them the way you envision them to be. You do have 
choices, even during this hectic time.  

 Remember to set realistic expectations. If you find that your vision of 
the holidays is unrealistic, stop and readjust. You have limited time, 
energy and finances. You don’t have to do it all. Learn to say “no’. 
Guess what, the party will go on without you. You can’t please 
everyone so don’t even try.  

 Carve out some time for yourself! Don’t take on all of the 
responsibilities of your family’s holiday celebrations by yourself. 
Share the load. 

  Create some time during the holidays for you to “fill your cup”. A 
hectic schedule takes a physical, emotional, and spiritual toll on us. 
God knows that we need to come aside and rest a while so that we 
don’t burn out. He will refresh us so that we can continue to serve 
Him. Rest and refreshment is not wasted time. 

 If you struggle with choosing what activities, events, people and gifts, 
try putting your decisions through this filter… 
1. Does it fit into your vision of the holidays? 
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2. Check your motivation. Are you doing it just to please someone 
else and you will feel resentful prior to, during or after? Are you 
doing it because you think you “should” or is it “expected”? 

3. Will it leave you feeling shame, guilt, emptiness, loneliness, 
sadness? 

4. Is it realistic given your priorities? 
5. Do you have a joyful heart when doing it? 
6. Is it glorifying to God? 

 
 
Remember, try not to compare this year to an amazing holiday from the past. This is a new 
year. Focus on the positives of this season and avoid the pitfalls of comparisons. You do 
have choices! If you are going through difficulties don’t try and go it alone.  If you are feeling 
low and are struggling with overcoming past hurts, seek help from a friend, family member, 
lay counselor, pastor or a professional therapist.  There are people out there to walk you 
through it.  You are not alone and the holidays don’t magically take away negative feelings. 
You can make this holiday season what you want it to be. Take some time, relax, focus on 
what you really want this season and make it happen. 
 
 


