
•	 	Excess demands on your schedule – The 
hustle and bustle of the season includes extra time 
being devoted to activities such as shopping, travel, 
holiday parties, family get-togethers, etc. These seasonal 
priorities can easily detract from your usual routine, 
quality time with family and friends, exercise and 
even sleep! In addition, taking time off from work for 
the holidays may cause your job demands to become 
compressed into a smaller timeframe, which in turn 
increases stress levels and feelings of burnout. 

•	 Difficult family dynamics – Not everyone enjoys 
the blessings of family peace and harmony. Holidays are 
oftentimes the only time of year that extended families 
gather together, and with that can come unrealistic 
expectations regarding family behaviors and roles. 
Family members that are in conflict with each other 
may feel obligated to “make nice.” However, holding in 

negative feelings only leads to increased stress 
and anxiety. In contrast, family conflict 
may erupt and create chaos, leaving family 

members feeling hurt and angry. 

•	 Financial woes – Travel, gift 
giving, party planning and lost 
wages due to time off from work 
can all bust one’s budget. Being 

in debt and anticipating how to 
bail yourself out in the new year 

can leave you feeling financially and 
emotionally frazzled!  
 

•	 The pressure of creating 
picture-perfect holidays – In 
what I refer to as the “Martha Stewart 
Syndrome,” holidays can create a 
competitive drive to go above and 
beyond – thus fulfilling all of the 
seasonal expectations placed upon 
us. The desire to have the best and 
brightest light display, perfectly set 
table, handmade gifts with carefully 
selected wrapping paper and 
matching bows, Norman Rockwell-
esque photo card and exquisitely 
decorated home can zap you out of 
your time and energy, causing you to 
neglect your own needs. 

•	 End of the year blues – An estimated 10 to 
20 percent of recurrent depression cases follow a 
seasonal pattern with fall/winter depression being 
the most prominent. A variety of biological factors 
may contribute to this, but if you are already prone 
to depression, the shorter days, cold temperatures 
and stress of the holidays can leave you feeling totally 
depleted. 

•	 Physical health suffers during this time of 
year as well!  – Not only is the flu more common 
in fall and winter months, but so are heart attacks, 
strokes, high cholesterol, psoriasis and weight gain. 
According to a study in the New England Journal of 
Medicine, people gain a small but significant amount 
of weight throughout the holiday season, which is then 
maintained throughout the course of the year. 

Managing 
    Seasonal Stress: 

An Unwelcome Holiday Guest

The holiday season is upon us! The end of the year 
can be a time of much joy and celebration, or it can be a 
time of increased stress and unwanted behavior. Some 
of the main contributors to holiday stress include:

by Kelly Broadwater, LPA, LPC, CEDS



Exercising On A Budget  continued on page 54

Managing 
    Seasonal Stress: •	 	Beware of bites, licks and tastes (BLTs) – 

It can be tempting to grab a treat sitting out in the 
break room, take a piece of candy off a coworker’s 
desk, help yourself to a pinch here or there when 
baking, etc. However, all of those “BLTs” can add 
up with a cumulative effect that is harmful to your 
waistline. 

•	 Prepare for parties – Don’t go to events 
hungry – this can set you up to overindulge. If it’s 
a potluck, take something healthy. Have one small 
plate versus going back over and over again or 
continuously grazing throughout the course of the 
event. 

•	 Don’t skip meals – Trying to “save up” 
your calories for a big meal or party can lead to 
overeating or even binging. 

•	 Monitor your intake – Use MyFitnessPal or 
one of the many other apps available to help you 
track what you eat and drink. This can keep you 
mindful of your nutritional needs and goals. It 
may also be a tool for helping you plan in advance 
so that you enjoy the festivities without exceeding 
your calorie budget. 

Weight Management Community
in partnership with the OAC

We’re having an honest conversation about weight and health. 
Join OAC members and supporters in our online community:

smartpatients.com/oac

•	 Engage in activity – Set aside time for 
working out rather than abandoning your 
exercise regimen with the attitude of “I’ll get 
back to it in the new year.” Sign the family 
up for a Turkey Trot or Jingle Jog. Enjoy 
fall and wintertime outdoor activities 
such as ice skating or skiing. 

•	 Find non-food related ways 
to celebrate – Be creative in 
how you spread holiday cheer. For 
example, instead of a cookie exchange, 
get together with neighbors to decorate 
ornaments or wreaths. Go caroling with 
your family. Have a game night where everyone brings 
their favorite game instead of a potluck where everyone 
brings their favorite dish. 

•	 Seek healthy outlets for your emotions 
– If you find stress or negative emotions causing 
you to reach for food, ask yourself “What am I really 
needing right now?” Maybe it’s a nap, a hug or time to 
connect with a friend. Engage in creative or energizing 
activities. Journal or talk to a trusted confidante or 
counselor. 

There are also specific strategies to employ to help combat holiday-
related overeating, emotional eating and weight gain:



Research has shown that Americans eat an average of 619 
extra calories per day from Thanksgiving to New Year’s 
Day. Increased access to food during the holiday season, 
coupled with stress, can be a recipe for emotional eating. 
Overindulging in food and alcohol can further perpetuate 
stress levels by creating body image dissatisfaction, 
disrupting sleep patterns and causing feelings of guilt  
and shame. 

Take a Stand Against Stress
The good news is that there are things you can do to 
inoculate yourself against the physical and emotional tolls 
that stress can take during this time of year. 

•	 Learn to say no – Setting limits is important. 
Don’t stretch yourself too thin by overcommitting 
to too many holiday events! Make sure that you’re 
checking in with yourself about your actual desire 
to accept invitations and consulting your schedule 
before taking on more projects, parties or other 
obligations. It’s better to devote more time and energy 
to something you are really looking forward to than 
to be half-heartedly showing up for a multitude of 
commitments you aren’t truly excited about. 

•	 Spend quality time with the people who 
matter most – Just because you are biologically 
related to someone doesn’t mean you have to spend 
time around chaotic or toxic family members. It is 
okay to politely decline invites to large gatherings or 
let your loved ones know you want to keep holiday 
events low-key this year. 

Research has shown that 
Americans eat an average 
of 619 extra calories per 
day from Thanksgiving to 
New Year’s Day.

“

“

•	 Stick to a budget – Again, planning is key. Look 
at what you have to spend on holiday expenses and 
don’t feel pressured to go beyond your means. One 
idea is for family members to draw names for gift 
exchanging rather than for everyone to feel obligated 
to provide presents for everyone else, which can really 
add up.

•	 Make time for self- care – Prioritize yourself 
and don’t let things you normally do to take care of 
yourself fall by the wayside. Pencil in time for self-care 
(including exercise) like it is an appointment that can’t 
be broken!

•	 Don’t try to do it all – Make choices about what 
is really important to you and let go of Pinterest-fueled 
perfectionism in regards to planning, decorating, 
shopping and so forth. Focus on your meaning for the 
season and be mindful of a few things that make it 
special. Remind yourself that it’s okay to keep it simple!

•	 Seek extra support – If you battle with the 
end-of-the-year blues, consult with a professional and 
assess whether you need counseling. Low vitamin D 
can also be a culprit to a seasonally low mood, so make 
sure you get your levels checked. If you already take an 
antidepressant medication, talk to your doctor about 
whether it needs to be adjusted. 

Following through with self-care, stress management and 
healthy habits during this busy time of year will set you 
up to start your new year off on the right foot. Cheers to a 
joyous holiday season!
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.
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The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 




