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Hey There!
I'm Anya, your Courage Catalyst.  What does that 
mean?  I want to support your learning to 
use courage as a compass, so you can show up in 
your life without fear of judgment, shame, or failure.  

I practice what I preach and talk about this all the time  In my practice, 
Courage Compass Therapy, I work with individuals and groups to do just this.  
Identify and remove barriers to happiness and joy.  Unpack the "baggage" for 
good.  

I created this holiday survival guide because it's hard to find people who don't 
experience some difficulty getting through the holiday season.  There are so 
many stressors.  Let's acknowledge them, talk about them, and normalize 
them.  It's ok!!  It's to be expected!  We need to stop pretending that others' 
holidays are like Hallmark movies and ours pale in comparison.  It's just not 
true.  We all struggle with something.   

What if we give ourselves permission to invite joy into our pain? (I know, 
why would we do this? It doesn't immediately make sense).   We can have 
both.  Can we honor the pain of having holidays without the loved one we 
miss dearly?  Can we enjoy the gifts we were able to afford without falling 
into "not enough" mode about it?  The holidays don't have to be perfect.  
You don't have to be perfect.  We all can get through it together, hopefully 
with a little more joy and a little more meaning.  

If you feel like you need more support during this time, feel free to reach 
out for more a more personalized approach. 

anya@couragecompasstherapy.com 
267.209.0795
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Take a moment to clarify your expectations of yourself and others during this 
season.  What are they?  Do you expect your partner to know what you want 
done because you mentioned you're stressed?  Does anyone know you want to 
have coffee and donuts on Christmas morning instead of the usual tradition? 

Be explicit.  Clear.  Write things down.  Talk about what needs to be done and 
what everyone wants to be done.  Ask others what their expectations are.  If 
these are not clarified and discussed openly, it's a fast track to disappointment 
and conflict.  

Unexpressed or unspoken expectations turn into resentment and 
disappointment.  Even if we discuss and clarify expectations, it doesn't 
guarantee anything about their being met.   It would be best to restate 
expectations as needs or requests, and respectfully ask others how that works 
for them.  As in, "hey, this is what I'm thinking for opening gifts this year- how 
does that sound to you?"

A good rule of thumb for 
every area of struggle: 

MANAGE 

EXPECTATIONS

What are my expectations?
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Of myself?
Of my immediate family members?
Of the family meal?
Of attire?
Of transportation?
Of the way a tradition should be 
carried out?
Of gift exchange?

Q's for Reflection

Where did these expectations 
come from?
Are these still applicable?
Are they still fair?
How do I want to go about 
communicating my expectations? 
(see sentence completion exercise 
on a following page for assistance)
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If you struggle with: Loneliness

1.  Realize that you're not alone.  Loneliness is very common among people when 
it isn't the holiday season and it's only compounded during the holidays.  When 
you think you're alone, you are less likely to reach out for help.  When you realize 
that others are experiencing similar feelings, it opens up opportunties for 
connection. 

2.  Fight the urge to isolate and gather with others, even if it's just one person.  
Grab coffee, find a meetup that jives with your interests, look for interesting events 
via Facebook, your local Patch, weekly city papers, etc.  It does take effort to 
override the loneliness and convince yourself that it's worth it.  Loneliness just 
breeds more loneliness.  Find the balance that you need-- maybe you do need 
some time alone, but what is the ultimate balance for you? It may be something 
you discover through trial and error.  

3.  Share what's happening with close friends or family.  When you disclose 
some of your sadness, longing, or nostalgia, you may find solace and connection 
as you learn that others feel the same. Or they may be able to offer support, or a 
get together.  We feel connected when empathy is exchanged and compassion is 
shared.  The only way to do this is to reach out for that connection. 

4.  Ask for what you need- Vulnerability alert.  This is hard. Maybe you want your 
mom to make your favorite pumpkin pie.  You want to wear your pajamas for 
Thanksgiving dinner because it reminds you of a time in your childhood.  It's a way 
to honor your feelings, connect with others,   

5.  Take care of yourself.  Start or continue to nurture yourself with healthy food, 
adequate sleep. moving your body the way you feel you need to, etc.  Taking care 
of your basic needs builds the foundation for you to attend to other needs as they 
arise. 

6.  Volunteer.  There are countless organizations that need help over the holidays.  
Look into Toys for Tots, local soup kitchens, Domestic Violence organizations, 
Drug and Alcohol recovery centers.  Giving back to others helps to fill your own 
emotional cup. 

7. Manage expectations.
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If you struggle with: grief & loss

1.  Again, realize you are not alone.  I know this may not sound comforting, 
as your pain is unique to you, and it doesn't feel like connecting with others 
would do that much good.  If you can just realize that so many people 
struggle with this, it can take some of the sting away.  It also means that you 
can find someone who actually understands what you are experiencing. 

2.  Be creative.  Find a way to honor your loved one or loved ones who have 
passed.  This can be a formal tradition at the holiday table, it can be through 
silent prayer, gravesite visits, going to a favorite shared spot etc.  Including 
others in the ritual can help start new traditions, honors your loved one in a 
new way, and makes meaning by creating shared experiences.  

3.  Feel, don't avoid.  Leaning into the painful feelings can seem 
counterintuitive at first.  Think about facing a big wave in the ocean:  if you 
fight the wave, you get caught in the riptide and swept away in that rough 
current.  If you're able to ride the wave, the wave crashes into the shore and 
dissolves.  Feelings are like that.  If you ignore them, they do not go away, 
they get worse  Listen to music while grieving, draw or paint your feelings, 
let your body move how your feelings dictate.  Feelings have energy; allow 
the energy to move through you and be expelled.  The relief is great.  

4.  Don't isolate.  The loneliness (as mentioned above) can often come from 
isolation due to grief.  Join your loved ones or friends in celebrations.  If 
celebrating is too much, join them for a regular meal.  Volunteer for a cause 
that is meaningful and connected to your loved one in a way.  Go for a 
walk.   

5.  Manage Expectations.

Grief is proof we have loved. 
-- Glennon Doyle
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If you struggle with: time management

1.  Be concrete with your time.   As in: know how you will spend it.  
Take the time to block out chunks of time in your weekly schedule.  Schedule in 
time to grocery shop for special items, address holiday cards while waiting on 
hold or waiting for a doctor's appointment.  Set aside when you will do the 
cooking, the shopping, the cleaning.  This helps you get organized and not feel 
overwhelmed with it all. 

2.  Use the post-it note method 
Some people don't like to schedule everything because they want to do what 
they feel like doing, rather than what is scheduled.  Then they avoid the 
scheduled task and nothing gets done.  

Alternatively, write every task on an individual post-it note with the approximate 
time it will take.  Put all post-its on a board, a cabinet, the refrigerator, etc.  This 
way, when you have 20 minutes, look and see what tasks remain on the board 
and take one off that a) you feel like doing now or b) will take 20 minutes.  This is 
a great way to get other family members to help, as they too can take a post-it 
task and do it.  It's a more kinesthetic way of making a list and crossing items off.  
This also removes the burden of having to ask/tell others. 

3.  Delegate 
It's hard to let go of doing tasks if they won't be done "the way you do them."  To 
what extent are you willing to relinquish control so that tasks can be completed 
and stress reduced?  What tasks would those be?  To whom can you delegate?  

4  Reschedule non-essential activities, appointments, or tasks 
Do you have to go to the dentist for a cleaning on December 22nd?  Do you have 
to clean the gutters on November 21st?  Reschedule all of these items for after 
January 1st, or hire someone if possible.  This helps to clear time in your schedule 
for the post-it note tasks or replacing the block of time that was set aside for the 
dentist with gift-wrapping. 

5.  Manage expectations
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If you struggle with: family drama

1.  Have you sensed a theme?  Manage your expectations and communicate 
them.  Go back the first page and examine those expectations.  Do you expect 
your partner's family to be on time when they are late every year?  

How can you manage this?  
>Tell them it starts earlier 
>Let them know that if they are not there by a certain time, everyone will be 
eating (setting a limit) 
> Communicate the difficulty of their late arrival directly (hardest task) 

What are the options for you and your scenario? 

2. Communicate conditions with your nuclear family/people you attend the 
event with about the difficult circumstances 

What does this mean?  Talk about plans for:  if this happens, then we'll do that. 

If Uncle Arnie drinks too much, then we'll go into the other room, leave, etc. 
If Grandma Bea starts talking politics, we'll then decline to engage, we'll leave the 
room, we'll ask a distracting question/change the subject. 

Alternatively, if there is someone you come into conflict with, talk to your "allies" 
(partner, parent, etc) about how to strategize.  Can someone else keep the person 
occupied?  Can you have a key word to use when you need an exit plan?   

3.  Focus on something different.   
When we are so focused on avoiding the negative circumstances that we totally 
miss out on the fun and joy of the experience.  Can you suggest a new idea or 
activity to make more meaning out of the day? A game, a project with the kids, a 
silly photo session, etc.  If you delve into your positive energy, how much room is 
left for the negative focus?  What we focus on expands.
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Identifying your expectations, resentments, and needs 

When to use:  When you find yourself resenting another person and your 
anger is building. 

1. To figure out what’s happening on your end- do this FIRST. 

Short:  I resent ____ for _________.  I expected they would__________.  I need them 
to__________. 

Long:  I find myself resenting (person) for (action), because I expected 
him/her to (do/be/etc). Thus what I need from him/her is__________. 

2. Communicate it with them WITHOUT using the resentment part.   

Example: Hey Tom, I had expected that you’d arrive with your family by 
5pm. Going forward, I need you to call if you're going to be later so we can 
plan accordingly.  

Sentence Completions To Communicate Clearly and Directly 

When to use:  When you just need to be direct and honest with someone 
without blaming. 

I feel________ when you_________ because__________.  When that happens, I 
imagine that__________. 

Example: I feel hurt and disrespected when you get here late because I 
planned to eat at 5.  When you don't call and let me know you're late,  I not 
only feel disrespected, but we're waiting for you hoping nothing happened, 
and our food gets cold.  I put a lot of time and effort into our holiday meal and 
I hope you can respect that.    

Sentence Completions to Ask for Support 

When to use: When you need backup and support 

1.  I want to need support in this part of my life  
2.  This feels _______ to me. 
3.  Here are some ways you can support me 
4.  Here's what support would look like for me 
5.  This is why this important to me 
6.  Are you willing to support me in this?

If you struggle with: Knowing What to Say
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Your Holiday Permission Slip
How would your holiday season be more enjoyable if you gave yourself 
permission to enjoy it?  I know this sounds so silly.  But you do have the power to 
choose how you want this holiday season to be.  

Here's how you know what you need permission for:  Complete the following 
sentences. 

"If only I could_______________, then the holiday would be less stressful.   

If only ___________ happened, then I could enjoy the holidays more.  

Repeat for as many admissions as you need. 

Courage Compass Therapy grants: 
____________________ 

 
the permission to: 

___________________________ 
___________________________ 
___________________________ 
___________________________

Anya Surnitsky, LCSW

Your Holiday Permission Slip


