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HOLIDAY “BLUES” OR HOLIDAY STRESS 

 
Well, the Holiday Season is upon us once again.  At this time of year, particularly in our region 

of the country, the get-togethers and intense activities start around Halloween, cruise through 

Thanksgiving, and then go on a headlong plunge and don’t let up until the start of the New Year.   

  

For most people, it is a time of good cheer, fellowship, and excitement.  However, a recent 

scientific study conducted by Prevention Magazine reports that 41% of us find the holiday 

season to be “somewhat” to “very” stressful.  The stress we are referring to comes about because 

of activation of the autonomic nervous system.  Heart rate goes up, pupils dilate, and blood flow 

gets diverted to the large muscles and away from the fingers and toes, which may become 

“tingly.”  I believe that most people recognize this state as the “fight-or-flight” response; this 

occurs in a state of acute stress. 

 

So we are postulating that one of the major causes of Holiday Blues is this stress.  However, in 

order to apply some time-honored solutions to the problem, we need to make certain distinctions 

in the area of stress.  The most important distinction is that stress comes from many different 

sources, or stressors.   

 

Major Stressors: 

 Time (Hurry-up Syndrome) 

 Winter (cold, shorter days, decreased daylight, difficulty getting out, bulky 

clothing, decreased exercise and activity, “Winter Blues) 

 Disappointed Expectations: family conflicts, commercialization of holidays, 

shopping hassles, financial constraints, too much togetherness, not enough 

togetherness, too many parties and social obligations 

 Disappointed Self-Expectations: trying to do too much, family reunions gone 

awry, weight gain from too much eating, too much drinking, too much spending 

 Overload: too many parties, social obligation, activities 

 

The second distinction is that acute stress is usually manageable.  It does not create serious 

problems until it hangs on and becomes chronic stress or DISTRESS, which can also be called 

ILLNESS.  Therefore, one of the basic sets of ideas related to stress is to prevent acute stress if 

you can; if you cannot, then manage acute stress; but most importantly, prevent acute stress from 

becoming chronic stress.   

If you don’t like something, change it. 

If you can’t change it, change your attitude. 



Maya Angelou 

Reflectionfortheday.com 

 

Once you become familiar with the physical and emotional signs of stress, you will become 

better at heading off the serious effects of stress and especially the chronic stage.   

 

Physical Effects: Insomnia, headache, digestive upset, weight change, lack of energy, 

back or neck ache, stomach ache, tight throat, rapid pulse, blurred vision, high voice, 

sweating, shallow breathing, cold extremities, muscle soreness.   

 

Emotional Effects: Irritability, confusion, forgetfulness, worry, difficulty concentrating, 

boredom, feeling of ‘emptiness’ or void, anxiety, discouragement, decreased sex drive, 

fear, emotional vulnerability. 

 

Usually these do not occur all at once and may be intermittent.  

 

Now, let’s review the brief primer of stress management as well as review some of the best stress 

management techniques: 

 

3 A’s of Stress Management 

 Accept:  Accept stress as a normal part of life; find ways to rise above the small irritants 

or difficulties; focus on the larger priorities; i.e.: if you’re stuck in traffic on the way to 

do your Christmas shopping, calm yourself by acknowledging that likely most everyone 

else in the other cars are trying to get out to do their shopping too.   

 Alter: You have the choice of changing the circumstances or shifting your attitude toward 

them, i.e.: if you’re home for the Holidays, and your brother is typically irritating, you 

can leave the house briefly or altogether.  Or, you can make a conscious decision to have 

a good time this Holiday while you are able to be less reactive to your brother’s 

personality quirks.   

 Avoid: If the first two approaches are not working, don’t be bashful about beating a hasty 

retreat.  Stay away from the situations, persons, and things where you find you are not 

able to alter and you have not been able to accept.  

 

Did you realize your own thoughts can add to your stress: “making a mistake is terrible”, “I must 

always be competent”, “I cannot show weakness”, “Successful people don’t ask for help”, “She 

wouldn’t say things like that if she loved me”? 

 

Some General Coping Strategies: 

 Look for humor in the situation – laughter is a great stress buster. 

 Learn the art of forgiveness, not to condone bad behavior but to carve out peaceful space 

for yourself. 

 Communicate: make sure you find the positive as well as the negative and accentuate the 

positive. 

 Exercise: mind, body, spirit. 

 Eat well, and in moderation.  Caution on the social drinking: don’t go overboard. 

 Listen to music. 



 Be aware of the signs of stress. 

 Use time management techniques to keep things on track and not become overwhelmed. 

 

 

 

Special Techniques that require regular practice: 

A. One of the best-studied stress busters is Herbert Benson, MD’s “Relaxation Response.”  

You cannot be in the relaxation response and stressed at the same time. 

B. Diaphragmatic Breathing: This form of breathing practice taken from Yoga is a simple 

technique that can slow or even stop the fight or flight response. 

 

Relaxation Response: 

1. Sit comfortably with your eyes closed. 

2. Pay attention to two things: a. your breathing; b. silently, repeat a word or phrase 

that has meaning for you over and over as your exhale; e.g. peace, love, help me, 

etc.  

3. When you notice your mind wandering (it will) just passively observe and bring 

your attention back to your breathing and your word. 

4. Practice for 15-20 minutes daily.  Don’t set an alarm, but it’s ok to have a clock in 

view. 

5. You need to keep this practice going for several weeks before you will observe 

that the Relaxation Response automatically will reverse the Stress Response. 

 

Diaphragmatic Breathing: 

1. Breathe in slowly through your nose to the count of 3.  Pushing your stomach out 

rather than your chest allows you to get a deeper breath. 

2. Breathe out slowly to the count of 6 through your mouth.  Pace yourself so you have 

some breath left by the time you get to 6. 

3. You do this for only 3 breaths.  This simple technique should be practiced a few times 

during the day; it will then be available during times of stress and actually counter-act 

the “fight-flight response.”  

 

Breathe in  1 2 3 

Breathe out  1 2 3 4 5 6 

Repeat two more times. 
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“The human race has one really effective weapon and that is laughter.”  Mark Twain (1935-

1910) 

 

 

 


