CAUSE #1: Social and Personal Expectations
Social expectations are a huge source of stress for many people. The holiday season is not a happy time for everyone. And not everyone feels in a partying mood all the time.

Yet just about everyone feels compelled to look and feel merry during the holidays. This is a form of social pressure that can be very stressful, especially if you happen to be in an emotional down cycle at the time.  Often, people believe something is wrong with them if they don't feel merry or if they aren't in a celebratory mood. Or they become angry and frustrated when their own expectations of how the holidays are "supposed to be celebrated" don't get realized.  Watch out for these and other unrealistic expectations. They're a common cause of holiday stress for many, many people.

CAUSE #2: Too Many Responsibilities
Be careful during the holidays not to over commit. Don't take on more than you can comfortably handle, and stop trying to be Superman or Superwoman by doing it all yourself.

CAUSE #3: Trying To Change Or Control Other People
When people don't behave as we want during the holidays, as well as other times of the year, we often set out to change or control their behavior. When we fail to accomplish this goal we end up feeling angry and frustrated.  DON'T TRY TO CONTROL OTHER PEOPLE! Within reason, grant others permission to celebrate the holidays any way they choose. Even grant them permission not to celebrate the holidays, if that's what they want.  

CAUSE #4: Unpleasant Memories
Many people have bad memories of past holiday seasons. Perhaps a friend got killed, a close family member died, a valued relationship came to an end, or some other crisis occurred.  Under these circumstances, it's not uncommon for negative memories to resurface during the holidays. This can be disconcerting, since it's generally assumed that everyone should feel "good" or "happy" at this time of year.

CAUSE #5: Unpleasant Emotions And Other Body Reactions
Even when negative memories don't surface consciously, their emotional and physical counterparts can often be felt. This too can be stressful, since you might wonder why you're feeling "down" or "depressed" when there's no apparent reason.  Deep-seated memories and other negative associations can also cause you to unconsciously sabotage your holiday enjoyment. 

CAUSE #6: Blaming Yourself Or Others When Things Go Wrong
When something goes wrong often times people’s first response is to automatically look around for someone or something to blame. It's not that the person WANTs to respond this way, but has been programmed to do so instantaneously, whether the person "intellectually" want to or not.  Most of the time, automatic assessments of blame turn out to be inaccurate! Thus, our automatic pattern of BLAME gets triggered more often. Watch for this insidious cause of stress, not just during the holidays, but all year long.

CAUSE #7: Failing To Anticipate Likely Problems And Delays
During most of the year, this pattern comes into play when we schedule our daily activities too closely, when we don't anticipate certain problems and plan contingencies for them, or when we don't allow enough time to travel between destinations or important meetings.  During the holidays, this pattern centers around letting things go until the very last minute. Also, letting things go until the last minute puts added pressure on you (and other people) to get more done in any given day. This added stress could also be avoided by simply accomplishing just a few tasks every day, over a longer period of time.
CAUSE #8: Using Food, Drugs, or Alcohol To Cope With Stress
These coping strategies remain very popular for one important reason--THEY WORK!--at least in the short run. They aren't good coping strategies for the long run, however. And even as short term measures, they can cause serious problems such as car accidents, family blow-ups, injuries at work, etc.  The problem with these coping strategies during the holidays is that THEY ARE ALL SOCIALLY SANCTIONED! Wherever you go, food and alcoholic beverages will be plentiful, and you'll be encouraged to partake of them in large quantities.  What a great way to have fun and deal with your stress at the same time. Right?  Wrong. So force yourself to find other strategies. The knowledge you'll gain by doing this will be very useful to you for many years to come

CAUSE #9: Expecting Things To Go Well
A better approach is to adopt the attitude that no matter how things might go, YOU'LL MAKE THE BEST OF WHATEVER HAPPENS.  Remember my friend Rob from the cruise story?  You can always find creative ways to deal with any unexpected situation or event. The more you work at developing this skill, the better you'll become at using it when you need it.

CAUSE #10:  Expecting Others To Behave As You Prefer
Please, please avoid this. And if you do catch yourself trying to fulfill this unrealistic goal, stop yourself immediately.  Always remind yourself that your own opinions, attitudes, and "rules" for celebrating the holidays might not be shared by other individuals.  Your personal history and past experiences regarding the holidays will most likely differ from those of your spouse, your friends, or even other relatives. To expect others around you to think, feel, and behave as you would, therefore, is pure folly.


What If Something Really Tragic Happens?

Death, illness, disasters, and other major calamities don't really care that it's a holiday. They often occur at inopportune times, and if this happens to you, your friends, or a family member during the holiday season, this can be a great source of stress.  Once again, if you don't have the expectation that things will always go well, or that the holidays will always be joyous, you can deal with these negative realities more easily.
Some years, you may have to forgo celebrating the holidays to mourn the death of a loved one or to provide emotional or other support to a stricken friend or acquaintance. You may get some flack from other people, but that should be easy for you to deal with.
The point is, do what you think is right for you at the moment, and don't let others make you feel bad about it.

People Who Are Single, Divorced, Widowed, Or Separated
With all the images of couples and families enjoying themselves together, it's easy to feel that you're missing out on all the fun (or worse, that something's wrong with you because you're alone).  Unrealistic expectations, social pressures, painful memories, and other causes of holiday stress can be much more intense for people who are alone. Family members, children, and friends can often make matters worse by not responding appropriately to your situation, or by not visiting you at all during the holiday season.
You're going to be bombarded with lots of painful advertising messages, you can prepare yourself emotionally to keep these from affecting you.  You can also remind yourself, every day, that there's nothing wrong with being single during the holidays. You have just as much right to celebrate and have a good time (whether you choose to be alone or with others) as anyone else.  Just because the whole world buys into the "happy family" mystique, you don't have to let this get you down.

How To Deal With Financial Stress  During The Holidays
Many couples, for example, struggle with money decisions all year long. During the holidays, issues such as: How much do we spend? Do we go into debt? And who makes the final decisions? can be particularly stressful.  Some years financial problems may only surface under extreme conditions, such as the loss of one's job, a big loss in business, or some other failed financial venture.  But when they occur on a regular basis, just about every holiday season, the best thing to do is to consider them symptoms of a poor or dysfunctional financial management system.  Make it a point to handle this issue with your spouse once and for all! Don't be afraid to seek professional advice if you can't arrive at a mutually satisfying arrangement.  Once you have a healthy financial system in place, you and your spouse should be able to handle any increased financial pressures during the holidays with no trouble at all.

