
Tips for
surviving the
festive season



Why the festive season can
 Change and
Disruption to
Routine - e.g.

changes in bed and
meal times, working

around other people’s
schedules

 Sensory
Overload - e.g.

bright lights, loud
music, crowded
spaces, strong

smells, and new
tastes.

Social 
Expectations and
Pressures - e.g.

socialising with less
familiar people,

pressure to 
mask

Gift-Related
Anxiety - e.g.

surprises, worry
around reacting
“correctly”, being

watched

 Food 
and Mealtime

Challenges - e.g.
pressure to eat

unfamiliar foods,
longer, busier and

noisier meals 

Extended Family
Dynamics -

e.g. pressure to
conform to traditions,
misunderstandings or

lack of support

Increased 
Executive Functioning

Demands 

Emotional 
Strain and Mental

Health - e.g.
pressure to feel joy,
reflecting on past

experiences

Lack of 
Opportunity for

Downtime - decreased
time for rest and

regulation, limited
access to quiet spaces

and breaks

 Societal 
and Cultural

Expectations - e.g.
societal narrative

about what
Christmas “should

look like”

- e.g. extra planning,
organisation, decisions,

demands

be tricky...



Prepare  for  Sensory  Needs

Sensory  K i ts :  Pack  a  bag w i th  senso ry  too l s  l i ke
no i se-cance l l i ng  headphones ,  f idget  toys ,  we ighted
b lankets ,  o r  comfor t  i tems  fo r  ou t ings  o r  gather ings .

Safe  Spaces:  Des ignate  a  qu ie t  a rea  a t  home o r  a t
gather ings  where  anyone  can  re t reat  i f  ove rwhe lmed.

Adjust  Decorat ions:  Decorate  i n  a  way  that  fee l s
comfor tab le— less  can  be  more .  Avo id  decorat ions  o r
l igh t s  that  a re  ove rwhe lm ing .

Safe  Foods:  B r i ng  o r  reques t  fami l ia r  foods  i f
t rad i t iona l  fes t i ve  mea l s  a re  cha l leng ing .  Don ’ t
p ressu re  anyone  to  t r y  new foods .

P lan  Ahead and Mainta in
Predictabi l i ty

Create  Visual  Schedules :  Use  ca lendars ,
wh i teboards ,  o r  l i s t s  to  ou t l i ne  upcoming  events  and
changes  i n  rou t ine .  V i sua l  a ids  he lp  eve ryone  know
what  to  expect .

Share  P lans  Ear ly :  Discuss  the  schedu le  w i th  a l l
fami l y  members ,  i nc lud ing  ch i ld ren ,  and  invo l ve  them
in  p lann ing  where  poss ib le .

Mainta in  Rout ines:  Keep  regu la r  rou t ines  (mea l t imes ,
bedt ime r i tua l s )  whereve r  poss ib le  to  p rov ide  a  sense
of  secu r i t y .
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Communicate  and Set
Boundar ies

Open Conversat ions:  Ta l k  w i th  fami l y  and
f r iends  i n  advance  about  needs  and  boundar ies
(e .g . ,  no  fo rced  hugs ,  a l te rnat i ve  g reet ings ,  o r
open ing  p resents  p r i va te l y ) .

Advocate  Needs:  Encourage  neurod i ve rgent
fami l y  members  to  express  the i r  p re fe rences  and
suppor t  them in  se l f -advocacy .

Set  L imi ts :  I t ’ s  okay  to  say  no  to  events  o r  leave
ear l y  i f  th ings  become ove rwhe lm ing .  Don ’ t  fee l
ob l iged  to  do  eve ry th ing .

Manage Socia l  Expectat ions

F lex ib le  Par t ic ipat ion:  Al low fami l y  members  to
jo in  i n  act i v i t ie s  i n  the i r  own  way ,  o r  opt  ou t  i f
needed.  Authent ic  connect ion  i s  more  impor tant
than  compl iance  w i th  t rad i t ion .

Pr ivate  Present  Opening:  Al low p resents  to  be
opened w i thout  an  aud ience  o r  a t  a  la te r  t ime  i f
that  fee l s  more  comfor tab le .



Redef ine Tradit ions

Create Your  Own Ri tuals :  Focus  on  what
br ings  your  fami l y  joy ,  even  i f  i t ’ s  not
t rad i t iona l .  Th i s  cou ld  be p izza for  Chr i s tmas
d inner ,  sk ipp ing Santa  photos ,  o r  hav ing a
mov ie  n ight .

Let  Go of  Gui l t :  Don ’ t  fee l  gu i l t y  fo r  not  do ing
the ho l idays  “ r ight . ”  Your  best  i s  enough ,  and
your  fami l y ’ s  happiness  comes  f i r s t .

Pr ior i t ise  Se l f -Care  and Rest

Schedule  Downt ime:  Bu i ld  i n  res t  and  recovery
t ime  befo re ,  du r ing ,  and  af te r  events .  Treat  res t
as  an  essent ia l  par t  o f  the  p lan .

Sel f -Care  St rategies :  Encourage  act i v i t ie s
that  he lp  recharge ,  such  as  wa l k s ,  l i s ten ing  to
mus ic ,  o r  spend ing  t ime  on  hobb ies .

Be  Gent le  wi th  Yourse l f :  Re lease  the  p ressu re
to  c reate  a  “per fect ”  ho l iday .  I t ’ s  okay  i f  th ings
don ’ t  go  as  p lanned.
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Educate  and Prepare  Extended
Fami ly

Expla in  Needs:  Share  in fo rmat ion  w i th  re la t i ves
about  neurod ive rgent  needs  and  why  cer ta in
accommodat ions  a re  impor tant .

Set  Expectat ions:  Prepare  o thers  i n  advance fo r
any  d i f fe rences  in  behav iou r  o r  par t ic ipat ion ,  and
ask  fo r  the i r  unders tand ing  and f lex ib i l i t y .

Embrace F lex ib i l i ty

Have Backup P lans:  Prepare  fo r  the  poss ib i l i t y
that  p lans  may  need to  change.  Have  an  ex i t
s t ra tegy  o r  a  way  to  take  b reaks  i f  needed.

Adapt  as  Needed:  I f  rou t ines  a re  d i s rupted ,  be
gent le  and  f ind  new ways  to  incorporate  fami l ia r
e lements .

plan A plan B
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Have conversat ions  wi th
fami ly  members  about  the i r
preferences

Remember:  Each  fami l y  member  w i l l  have
d i f fe rent  p refe rences  and  needs  dur ing  the
Chr i s tmas  per iod  -  hav ing  a  p lan  of  how to
manage those  can  g reat l y  reduce  anx ie ty  and
overwhe lm.

The  template  be low can  he lp  w i th  th i s
conversat ion



Receiv ing  and g iv ing  g i f ts

Giv ing ,  rece i v ing ,  and  open ing  p resents  and  say ing  thank  you  in
f ront  o f  o thers  can  fee l  ove rwhe lming  and uncomfor tab le  fo r  some
peop le .

Chr istmas morning :
When/where  shou ld  p resents  be  opened?  
Who can  be  there?  

Presents  f rom others :
A re  you  OK  w i th  open ing  the  p resent  i n  f ront  o f  the  g i f t -
g i ve r  (and  others )?  What  i s  you r  p refe rence?
How wou ld  you  l i ke  to  g i ve  g i f t s  to  o ther  peop le?  
How wou ld  you  l i ke  to  thank  peop le  ( i n  person ,  tex t  message ,
le t te r )?

As  we head in to  the  ho l iday  per iod ,  hav ing  conversat ions  w i th  a l l  fami l y
members  to  ident i f y  the i r  needs  and p refe rences  can  be  he lpfu l .  Be low

are  some top ics  and  ques t ions  that  can  ass i s t  i n  deve lop ing  a  fami l y  p lan
fo r  avo id ing  and manag ing  ho l iday  overwhe lm.  

Remember ,  j u s t  because  someth ing  i s  “ soc ia l l y  appropr ia te”  o r  “ soc ia l l y
expected”  doesn ’ t  mean you  have  to  do  i t  that  way .  I t  i s  OK  to  do  th ings

d i f fe rent l y !

Identifying needs and preferencesIdentifying needs and preferences

Food and meals

Meal  t imes:
Do you  need to  eat  a t  par t icu la r  t imes?
Are  the re  par t icu la r  rout ines  a round eat ing/meals  that  need
to  be  fo l lowed?
How can  these  be  managed at  events/out ings?

Sensory  preferences:
Are  there  par t icu la r  foods  you  can/can ’ t
eat?  
Wi l l  they  be  se rved?
Are  there  sme l l s  o r  o ther  sensory  re la ted
cha l lenges  that  need to  be   
Do  you  need to  b r ing  your  own foods



Part ic ipat ing  in  act iv i t ies

There  a re  of ten  a  number  o f  act i v i t ies  that  we a re  “expected”  to
par t ic ipate  in  and  how we par t ic ipate  may  a l so  have
“expectat ions ” .  I t  i s  impor tant  to  ident i f y  expectat ions  that  may
inc rease  overwhe lm,  and  i f  poss ib le ,  p lan  fo r  ways  to  reduce th i s .  

What  a re  the  par t ic ipat ion  expectat ions  o f  the  event/act i v i t y?
Do you  have  the  capac i t y  to  par t ic ipate  in  expected  ways?
I s  the re  a  way  to  mod i f y  expectat ions  to  f i t  capac i t y?  

Reducing overwhelm

What  a re  some ways  that  you  can  reduce fee l ings  o f  overwhe lm?
Cons ider  what  opt ions  you  might  need fo r  d i f fe rent  s i tuat ions

Identifying needs and preferencesIdentifying needs and preferences
Events

The  ho l idays  can  mean lo t s  o f  events  o r  v i s i t s  to  peop le ’ s  houses  o r
more  peop le  in  ou r  house ,  i nc reas ing  overwhe lm.  Ta l k ing  about
these  d i f fe rent  v i s i t s  and  hav ing  a  p lan  can  reduce th i s .  

I t  i s  OK to  do  th ings  d i f ferent ly . . .or
not  at  a l l !  Your  fami ly ’s  happiness
and wel lbeing  are  more  important

than meet ing  other  people ’s
expectat ions

Going to  others ’  houses/part ies :
Who’s  house  a re  you  happy  to  go  to?  Who ’ s
house  i s  a  no?  
How long  can  v i s i t s  be?  
What  can  you  take  to  suppor t  regu la t ion
( sensory  k i t ,  headphones ,  games ,  hooded
jumper ,  we ighted  toy )?
I s  the re  a  space to  go  to  i f  you  a re  fee l ing
overwhe lmed?

People  in  your  home:
How many  peop le  a re  to le rab le?  Wh ich  peop le  a re  p refe r red?
Does  everyone  in  the  fami l y  need to  make  an  appearance?
How long  fo r?  

How many  events  ( in  a  day/in  ho l iday  per iod)  is  to lerable?



Remember....
The  fes t i ve  season  shou ld  be  about  joy  and

connect ion ,  no t  s t ress  and  p ressu re .  Ce lebrate  i n  a
way  that  works  fo r  you r  fami l y ,  and  honour  eve ryone ’ s
needs  and  p re fe rences .  The re  i s  no  s ing le  “ r igh t ”  way

to  do  Chr i s tmas—what  mat te r s  i s  that  i t  fee l s  sa fe ,
comfor tab le ,  and  mean ingfu l  fo r  you .

Happy  ho l idays !


