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Objectives

• Review some of the most common sources of holiday stress

• Discuss implications of holiday stress on physical health and mental health

• Identify key components of Motivational Interviewing and how they can help you and your 

patients navigate holiday stress



Mental Health and the 
Holidays

• 2014 NAMI study

• 24% of people with 

mental illness 

reported that the 

holidays made their 

condition a lot 

worse

• 40% of people with 

mental illness 

reported that the 

holidays made their 

condition somewhat 

worse



Contributors

• Diet

• Alcohol intake

• Lack of sleep

• Financial decisions

• Family stressors

• Endless engagements

• Lack of attention to health factors

• Work 

• Loneliness

• Unrealistic expectations

• Grief

• Lack of boundaries



Diet  pitfalls

• Overconsumption

• Expectations to indulge

• “Everyone gains weight over the holidays”

• “I’ll get back on the wagon after the new year”

• Dietary restrictions not followed

• Diabetics, cardiovascular disease, etc

• Convenience eating

 



Diet helpers

• Meal prepping

• Services

• Cooking in bulk on light days so that meals are available to avoid the impulse meal

• Avoid being super restrictive (unless your medical history requires it)

• Temptation greater



Diet helpers

• Eating strategies

• Light bite in advance

• Bring a dish that you won’t feel guilty about eating

• Ask yourself the question “Is THIS _______ worth the calories”



Substance use

• Quickly adds to caloric intake

• Interference with sleep

• Decreased inhibitions

• Regretful decisions

• Negative effect on preexisting medical 

conditions

• Diabetes

• Depression

• Anxiety  

• Relapse



Substance use

• Education 

• Plan ahead

• Practicing the no

• Strategic about accepting invites

• Bring a sober buddy

• Awareness of triggers

• Healthy replacements

• Lean in on sober supports

• Mindfulness

• Boundaries

• Be okay with leaving early

• Meetings, meetings, meetings



Financial decisions

• Increase in eating out

• Spending beyond means in the name of the holidays

• Putting holiday costs above costs of medical needs



Financial decisions

• Encouragement to prioritize medical needs/Reminders of the negative consequences of 

not prioritizing medical needs (using MI)

• Encourage creativity in how we show love this time of year

• Meal prepping 



Family 

• Too much

• Demanding

• Overbearing

• Expectations may be more than can be handled emotionally and/or physically

• Too little

• Families living further apart

• Occupational demands

• Small families

• Estranged



Family 

• Too much

• Boundaries

• Compromise

• Take breaks when needed

• Bathroom meditation

• Fake phone calls



Family 

• Too little

• Framily

• Volunteer

• Virtual gatherings

• Celebrations before or after the actual holiday



Fatigue

• Travel

• Social events (church, school, work, social organizations)

• Increased demands

• Poor diet 

• Poor attention to sleep needs



Fatigue

• Strategic yes/no

• Every yes takes up time from something

• Setting sleep routine

• Build in breaks/Time outs

• Delegate



Unrealistic expectations 

• Best predictor of future behavior is past behavior

• No plan + holiday chaos = same old thing + shock that things didn’t go well



Grief

• Loved ones

• Relationships

• Health status



Grief

• Incorporate lost loved ones into activities

• Allow all the feelings

• Ask for support

• Friends/family

• Support groups

• Realistic expectations



Grief vs depression

• Similarities

• Insomnia

• Sadness

• Irritability

• Appetite changes



Grief vs depression

• Sadness comes in waves

• Self-esteem preserved

• Thoughts of mortality or longing to be with 

the lost loved one

• Low mood pervasive

• Low self-esteem, worthlessness

• Hopelessness, thoughts life not worth 

living, suicidal ideation



Major depressive disorder

• At least 5 of the following present during the same 2 week period and representing a change from 
the previous level of functioning. At least one of the symptoms must be depressed mood or loss of 
interest or pleasure
• Depressed mood

• Decreased interest or pleasure

• Appetite/weight changes without trying

• Sleep pattern changes

• Psychomotor retardation or agitation

• Fatigue or loss of energy

• Feelings of worthlessness or inappropriate guilt

• Decreased concentration

• Recurrent thoughts of death or suicidal ideation

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 5th edition-TR



Persistent depressive disorder

• Consolidation of DSM IV chronic major depressive disorder and dysthymic disorder

• Depressed mood most of the day for more days than not for at least 2 years and at least two of 

the following:

• Poor appetite or overeating

• Insomnia or hypersomnia

• Low energy or fatigue

• Low self-esteem

• Poor concentration or difficulty making decisions

• Feelings of hopelessness



Motivational interviewing

• Motivation to change comes from the patient, not us

• People are experts of their own lived experiences

• Nonjudgmental

• Compassion



Motivational interviewing

• Open-ended questions

• Affirming

• Reflection

• Summarizing

• Attending to language of change

• Exchange of information



Summary

• The holidays can be a tough time of year for the folks we take care of (and ourselves) 

• Common sense things aren’t always common sense to other people, especially during 

times of stress

• Using Motivational Interviewing techniques can be useful
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