
Navigating stressful 
family dynamics during 
the festive period

The festive season, while full of joy and celebrations, can also bring a unique blend of stress, 
with difficult family dynamics often being a contributor. Compared to the daily stressors we 
encounter, stress caused by family relationships tends to be more intense and specific, but 
there are helpful steps that you can take to protect your mental health, for a more relaxed and 
fulfilling festive season.



Set realistic expectations 

Have realistic expectations for interactions and accept that you 
can’t change deeply ingrained family dynamics. Be prepared for 
disagreements, differences in opinion, and some uncomfortable 
behaviours. No matter how well you plan or how many gifts you buy for 
your family, you won’t have any control over their behaviour. However, 
you can choose how you will respond to it, and by accepting that stress 
is inevitable and not every moment will be idyllic, you can reduce the 
pressure you put on yourself and your family. Remember that Instagram 
photos of ‘perfect families’ are not reality!

Why the festive season can intensify family stress

For some, family relations can be rooted in conflict, grudges and opposing beliefs, which can 
lead to tense, uncomfortable family gatherings. When combined with the financial pressures, 
social obligations and end-of-year fatigue that the festive season brings, it’s easy to see 
why family gatherings at this time of year can leave us feeling lonely, anxious and depressed, 
especially as we pursue a ‘perfect’ holiday. Common triggers of stress exacerbated by difficult 
family dynamics during the festive season include worries over:

•	 How much money to spend on gifts
•	 What to buy for whom
•	 Who’ll host an event, and who’ll attend it
•	 Who’s responsible for different tasks e.g. cooking or washing up 
•	 Discussing topics such as politics, religion or sports
•	 The resurfacing of past arguments

Strategies to navigate stressful family dynamics during 
the holidays

Managing difficult family relationships during the festive period can be a challenge, 
as the season often brings people together in close quarters, sometimes reigniting 
old tensions. Below are some strategies to help navigate these relationships while 
preserving your own mental and emotional wellbeing:



Be mindful of how you approach conversations 

Be aware of how your family and in-law dynamics impact your mood, energy 
and behaviour. If you can, try to limit your interactions with people that 
cause you stress and avoid conversations that typically lead to arguments. 
Be mindful that walking away or redirecting conversations toward lighter 
subjects is better than having an argument. Sometimes listening to a family 
member without reacting emotionally can de-escalate a tense situation, 
and offering sympathy without engaging in drama can also help keep the 
peace. Family members may push buttons or bring up sensitive issues but 
try to remind yourself that their actions reflect their own issues rather than 
anything you’ve done.

Establish and respect boundaries 

Decide what behaviours you’re comfortable with and what topics are off-
limits for discussion (e.g. politics or past conflicts). Be clear with family 
members about your boundaries before the gathering if necessary. If 
someone crosses your boundaries, politely excuse yourself or redirect 
the conversation. Using phrases like, “I’d prefer not to talk about that 
today. Let’s focus on enjoying the holiday.” are perfectly acceptable. 
Work out what your limits are – physical, mental and emotional – and get 
comfortable saying ‘no’.

Focus on self-care 

Before and after gatherings, make time for activities that reduce stress 
and rejuvenate you. This could include journalling, meditation, exercise, 
or simply taking time for yourself. Focus on the aspects of Christmas that 
bring you joy, even if family dynamics are complicated. Making sure to 
get enough sleep, eating healthily (as much as one can over the festive 
period!), spending time with supportive friends and family, and enjoying 
yourself are all important so make sure to carve out time for these. 
Practice gratitude, as reflecting on positive moments and the things 
you’re grateful for can help keep you in a more positive frame of mind. 
Finally, limit your alcohol intake if you are feeling stressed, anxious or 
depressed as this can worsen the effects.



Contact HealthHero today for more support and advice. We’re with you every step of the way.

The festive period can be emotionally charged, especially when it comes to family.         
By managing expectations, setting boundaries, and taking care of your emotional 
wellbeing, it’s possible to navigate difficult family relationships without losing the joy of 
the season.

Seek out support 

If the stress of family dynamics becomes overwhelming, don’t hesitate to 
seek support. Reach out to your support network to share your feelings and 
gain perspective. Remember that you can also contact your EAP if you need 
support from a mental health expert; sometimes talking to someone outside 
of the family can provide valuable insights and emotional relief. If possible, 
plan check-ins with trusted people to give you emotional support and to 
help you stay grounded.


