How to Enjoy the Holidays on Your Own Terms
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As festive music and picture-perfect adverts arrive, the holidays can feel daunting if you’re single, grieving, short on money or navigating complicated family ties. For LGBTQ+ adults and anyone feeling out of step with the season, a happier celebration doesn’t need to be grand or conventional. A few thoughtful boundaries, simple plans and supportive connections can make it feel more like yours.
The holidays don’t need to look perfect
Holiday pressure can build before the first invitation lands. Bright adverts and polished social media posts may suggest everyone else is gliding through a season of perfect dinners and happy reunions, but that’s a narrow view of real life. The American Psychological Association notes that seasonal demands can add to stress, making it worth noticing what feels manageable for you. [4]
A good holiday doesn’t have to imitate a film scene. It might mean a lively dinner with friends, a quiet afternoon at home or simply getting through a difficult date with care. There’s something rather comforting about letting the season be ordinary. [2], [4]
Feeling lonely? Start with one small connection
Being single doesn’t mean you’ve failed at the holidays, and you don’t owe anyone a detailed explanation of your relationship status. If questions from relatives feel intrusive, a brief answer and a change of subject can be enough. [2]
But if the season feels isolating, a small point of contact can help: call someone you trust, arrange a walk or ask a friend to share a meal. The NHS recommends reaching out and looking for ways to connect when loneliness becomes difficult. If those feelings are persistent or overwhelming, speaking with a health professional is a sensible next step. [3]
Chosen family can make a meaningful tradition
Family doesn’t have to mean one particular kind of household or gathering. Research on queer and trans chosen families describes how these networks can provide support and resources, underlining the importance of relationships built through care and trust. [7]
So why not make a tradition that fits your circle? A potluck, a film night or a catch-up over coffee can feel warm without requiring a grand production. Often, the best part is simply being with people who let you exhale. [7]
Say no before the season wears you down
Social plans, work commitments and family expectations can pile up quickly. The APA’s guidance on holiday stress encourages people to recognise pressures and make room for manageable choices, rather than treating every invitation as compulsory. [4]
Try checking in with yourself before you say yes: will this feel enjoyable, or leave you drained? You can care about relatives and still limit the length of a visit. A kind, clear boundary is often better than arriving exhausted and hoping nobody notices. [4]
Keep spending within a budget
Gift lists and festive meals can make money worries feel louder. The APA’s advice on holiday money stresses the value of planning, while the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau has also highlighted spending plans as a way to avoid holiday debt. [5], [6]
Set a realistic limit before shopping, and look for low-cost ways to mark the season: a home-cooked favourite, a walk to see local lights or a thoughtful message to an old friend. A modest celebration can still feel generous. [5], [6]
Make space for rest, not just plans
The season can be a useful moment to pause, especially if you’re juggling work, caring responsibilities or difficult emotions. The APA’s holiday stress guidance supports taking a realistic approach to demands; rest doesn’t have to be earned by completing an impossible list first. [4]
Choose one thing that feels restorative, whether that’s reading, listening to familiar music or spending a peaceful morning at home. And if loneliness or sadness is hard to manage alone, reach out to someone you trust or seek professional support. [2], [3]
Make room for the people, plans and quiet moments that feel right for you.
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