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The Toxicity of Holiday Expectations: A Therapist’s Perspective 
The holiday season, often portrayed as a time of joy and celebration,
can also bring about stress and emotional turmoil. As families gather
and traditions unfold, the pressure to create the perfect holiday experi-
ence can lead to feelings of inadequacy and anxiety. Therapists are
increasingly highlighting one critical aspect that often goes unnoticed:
the unrealistic expectations surrounding the holidays. We will explore
the implications of these expectations and offers insights on how to
navigate them for a more fulfilling holiday experience. 

The Pressure to Perform 
During the holiday season, many individuals feel an overwhelming urge
to meet certain societal and familial expectations. This pressure can manifest in various ways, including: 

• Gift-Giving: The belief that gifts must be extravagant or numerous can lead to financial strain.
• Family Gatherings: The expectation to host perfect family gatherings can create stress and anxiety. 
• Tradition Adherence: The need to uphold family traditions, even when they no longer serve a positive

purpose, can add unnecessary pressure. 

These pressures can lead to feelings of disappointment and inadequacy when the reality does not match
the idealized version of the holidays. 

The Impact on Mental Health
The emotional toll of these expectations can be significant. Research indicates that many people experience 
heightened anxiety and depression during the holiday season. Factors contributing to this include: 

• Social Isolation: Those who are unable to connect with family or friends may feel lonely.
• Financial Stress: The burden of holiday expenses can lead to feelings of inadequacy and worry. 
• Unrealistic Comparisons: Social media often showcases idealized holiday moments, leading to

unhealthy comparisons. 

Understanding the psychological impact of these expectations is crucial for fostering a healthier holiday
experience. 

The Role of Social Media 
The Illusion of Perfection 
Social media platforms play a significant role in shaping holiday expectations. Users are often bombarded
with images of perfect family gatherings, beautifully decorated homes, and extravagant gifts. This can
create an illusion of perfection that is unattainable for many. 
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• Highlight Reels: Social media often serves as a highlight reel, showcasing only the best moments
of people's lives.

• Comparison Culture: This constant comparison can lead to feelings of inadequacy and dissatisfac
tion with one’s own holiday experience. 

Therapists encourage individuals to take a step back and recognize that these portrayals do not reflect 
the full reality of others' lives. 

Strategies to Combat Social Media Pressure 
To mitigate the negative effects of social media during the holidays, consider the following strategies: 

• Limit Exposure: Reduce the time spent on social media during the holiday season. 
• Curate Your Feed: Follow accounts that promote authenticity and mental well-being. 
• Engage in Real-Life Connections: Focus on building relationships in the real world rather than

online. 

By taking control of social media consumption, individuals can reduce feelings of inadequacy and foster 
a more positive holiday experience. 

The Importance of Setting Boundaries
Recognizing Personal Limits 

One of the most effective ways to manage holiday expectations is by setting clear boundaries. Under-
standing personal limits can help individuals navigate the season more effectively. 

• Time Management: Allocate time for self-care amidst holiday obligations. 
• Financial Boundaries: Create a budget for gifts and festivities to avoid financial strain. 

Setting boundaries empowers individuals to prioritize their well-being and enjoy the holiday season 
without overwhelming stress. 

Communicating Needs 

Open communication with family and friends about personal needs and limitations is essential. This may 
include: 

• Discussing Expectations: Share what you can realistically contribute to holiday gatherings. 
• Expressing Feelings: Be honest about feelings of stress or anxiety related to holiday traditions. 

By fostering open dialogue, individuals can create a more supportive environment during the holidays. 

Embracing Imperfection
Redefining Success 

Therapists often emphasize the importance of embracing imperfection during the holiday season. 
Redefining what success looks like can alleviate pressure and promote a more enjoyable experience. 

• Focus on Connection: Prioritize meaningful interactions over material gifts. 
• Celebrate Small Wins: Acknowledge and celebrate the small moments that bring joy. 
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By shifting the focus from perfection to connection, individuals can cultivate a more authentic holiday
experience. 

Letting Go of Control
Letting go of the need to control every aspect of the holiday can also be liberating. This may involve: 

• Delegating Tasks: Allow family members to contribute to holiday preparations. 
• Being Flexible: Embrace spontaneity and be open to changes in plans. 

By relinquishing control, individuals can reduce stress and foster a more relaxed atmosphere during the
holidays. 

Cultivating Gratitude
The Power of Gratitude 

Practicing gratitude can have a profound impact on mental well-being during the holidays. Focusing on
what one is thankful for can shift perspectives and enhance overall satisfaction. 

• Daily Gratitude Journals: Encourage individuals to write down things they are grateful for each day.
• Gratitude Conversations: Foster discussions with family members about what they appreciate

during the season. 

By cultivating gratitude, individuals can foster a positive mindset and enhance their holiday experience. 

Gratitude Practices 
Incorporating gratitude practices into daily routines can be beneficial. Consider the following:
• Mindfulness: Engage in mindfulness exercises to appreciate the present moment.
• Acts of Kindness: Perform acts of kindness for others, which can enhance feelings of connection. 

These practices can create a more fulfilling holiday experience and promote mental well-being. 

Seeking Professional Support
Recognizing When to Seek Help 

For some individuals, the holiday season can trigger overwhelming feelings of sadness or anxiety. Recog-
nizing when to seek professional support is crucial. Signs may include: 

• Persistent Sadness: Feelings of sadness that do not subside. 
• Increased Anxiety: Heightened anxiety that interferes with daily functioning. 

Therapists can provide valuable support and coping strategies for navigating holiday challenges. 

Finding the Right Therapist 

When seeking professional help, it’s essential to find a therapist who aligns with personal needs and
values. Consider the following: 

• Specialization: Look for therapists who specialize in holiday-related stress or anxiety.
• Compatibility: Ensure that the therapist’s approach resonates with personal values and beliefs.
• Access your employer sponsered Employee Assistance Program for resources and referrals. 

Investing time in finding the right support can lead to a more positive holiday experience. 
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BUTTERNUT 
SQUASH RISOTTO 

INGREDIENTS 
3 cups fat free low-sodium chicken broth, use 
vegetable broth for vegetarian 
1 cup butternut squash puree* 
1 tsp butter or olive oil 
3 cloves garlic, chopped 
1/4 cup shallots, chopped 
1 cup Arborio rice 

2 oz dry white wine 
1 tbsp fresh sage, minced 
1/4 cup freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano 

salt and fresh cracked pepper, to taste 
2 cups fresh baby arugula, for garnish 

Risotto, a classic Italian dish, is often celebrated for 
its rich, creamy texture and versatility. Among the 
myriad variations of this beloved dish, butternut 
squash risotto stands out as a seasonal favorite. The 
combination of creamy Arborio rice and the sweet, 
nutty flavor of butternut squash creates a comforting 
meal that is both satisfying and elegant. Let's 
explore everything you need to know about making 
the perfect butternut squash risotto. 

NUTRITIONAL BENEFITS 
Butternut squash is rich in vitamins A and C, fiber, 
and antioxidants. Incorporating it into your diet can 
support eye health, boost the immune system, and 
promote digestive health. When combined with the 
wholesome ingredients in risotto, it creates a 
balanced meal. 

THE HISTORY OF RISOTTO 
Originating from Northern Italy, risotto has evolved 
into various regional specialties. Traditionally, it was 
a peasant dish, made with whatever ingredients were 
available. Today, it is a staple in Italian cuisine, often 
served in fine dining establishments. 

Nutrition Information 
Serving: 1 scant cup, Calories: 249 kcal, Carbohydrates: 45 g, 
Protein: 7.5 g, Fat: 3 g, Saturated Fat: 1.5 g, Cholesterol: 5 
mg, Sodium: 461 mg, Fiber: 1 g, Sugar: 1 g 
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HOW TO MAKE IT 
1. In a large saucepan, heat broth and butternut squash puree over medium-high heat. When it 

boils, reduce heat to a simmer and maintain over low heat, taste for salt and adjust as 
needed. 

2. In a large heavy saucepan over medium heat, heat oil or butter until melted. Add shallots, 
garlic and rice; saute until the rice is well coated with oil or butter, about 3 minutes. Add the 
wine and sage and stir until it is absorbed. 

3. Add a ladleful of the simmering stock; wait until it is absorbed before adding another ladle-
ful stirring gently and almost constantly. Stirring loosens the starch molecules from the 
outside of the rice grains into the surrounding liquid, creating a smooth creamy-textured 
liquid. 

4. Continue this process until the rice is creamy, tender to the bite, but slightly firm in the 
center and all the stock is used, about 25-30 minutes from the time you started. 

5. When all the liquid is absorbed, stir in the grated cheese and remove from heat. Serve 
immediately and top with baby arugula and extra grated cheese if desired. 

Reference: SkinnyTaste 
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https://greatist.com/fitness/shoulder-mobility-exercises#methods 

Featured Exercise ► Shoulder Wall Slide 

HOW TO DO IT: 

• Stand with back against a wall and feet slightly away from the wall. 
• Bring your elbows to a 90-degree angle with hands facing up. 
• Press elbows and forearms into the wall. 
• Slowly slide arms against the wall over your head. 
• Gently squeeze shoulder blades together. 
• Do 3–5 sets of 5–8 reps. 

THE BENEFITS: 
The Shoulder Wall Slide exercise is an essential movement that enhances shoulder mobility and 
stability, crucial for various daily activities and athletic performance. This exercise primarily 
targets the scapula and shoulder muscles, ensuring they work harmoniously during overhead 
motions. 

Meet Ulliance Senior 
Wellness Account Manager 

starting a new exercise routine. 

Click here to view online! 

Regular exercise can help you control your weight, reduce your risk of heart disease, and strengthen your bones and muscles. 
But if it’s been awhile since you’ve exercised and you have health issues or concerns, it’s a good idea to talk to your doctor before 
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