
For Your 
Information

F EXERCISE FOR YOUR 
MIND
Did you know that exercise is as 
important for your mind as it is for 
your body?  Studies have shown 
that it promotes relaxation, reduces 
anxiety and increases energy.
Active people cope with stressful 
situations better than people who 
are sedentary.  For better health, 
experts recommend you exercise at 
least 3 days per week for a minimum
of approximately 30 minutes.

F END PROCRASTINATION
Perfectionism often leads to pro-
crastination.  Perfectionists would 
rather put off a project or task than 
do an incomplete job.  Rather than 
perfection, aim for progress.  Any 
small step toward completion is an 
accomplishment.  

F STRESS MANAGEMENT 
TIP
To help reduce 
stress, create 
something.  
Express your feelings 
in art, music, crafts, carpentry, 
writing, etc. There is a deep 
satisfaction and release of tension 
which comes from personal creative
accomplishment.  

On television, the advertisements for Thanksgiving, Hanukkah,
Christmas, and Kwanzaa look like festive times of joy and close-
ness. But research shows that for over 68% of us (1), there are
unresolved tensions with specific family members that cause
frustrating moments year after year.  

For example, in your own extended family:

n Is there at least one relative you dread sitting near or getting 
judged by at family gatherings?

n Has there been a tendency at family events for certain people to drink or eat excessively 
and it brings out their worst traits?

n Do you ever feel like an outsider when you're at your in-laws for a family event?
n Do you sometimes feel frustrated because no matter how mature and successful you've 

become in other areas of your life, you still get treated in a demeaning way by a particu-
lar parent, sibling, or other relative?

Based on the book, WHEN DIFFICULT RELATIVES HAPPEN TO GOOD PEOPLE: SURVIVING
YOUR FAMILY AND KEEPING YOUR SANITY, here are four realistic things you can do pro-actively
to improve your family get-togethers:

1.  Bring your sense of humorous perspective to every family visit or phone call. Instead
of being a victim, you can regain your sense of strength and clarity by saying silently to your-
self in the middle of a tense family conversation, "Thank goodness for my family. If it weren't
for their obnoxious behaviors, how else could I learn who I don't want to be?" Or you can say
to yourself, "This is the ultimate workout. If I can remember to breathe, stay calm, and set firm
but compassionate limits with these folks, I'll be able to handle any tough situation in the other
areas of my life." 

2.  Lobby ahead of time to create alliances and positive changes in the way your family
gets together. Instead of having a 6-hour gathering where people consume too much alcohol
before the food finally gets served, what if you lobbied with several of your relatives to make
this year's gathering a 3-hour event with strict limits on booze and a much earlier meal.  Call
on the phone or have a face-to-face meeting with the more sensible or compassionate mem-
bers of your family weeks or months ahead of the next big get-together. Brainstorm with this
person what can be done to make the next holiday visit more comfortable for yourselves and
for anyone who has felt mistreated at prior events. If you develop enough allies and support
ahead of time, you might be able to stand up to a stubborn or offensive relative much better this
year. Instead of feeling trapped or powerless, there can be three or four of you that say to this
over-the-top relative, "Hey, let's treat each other better this year. We know you can do it."

Four Ways To Improve
Family Get-Togethers

Continued on page 2
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Facing The Holiday Blues
For some people, the holidays bring unwelcome guests – feelings
of sadness, loneliness and depression.  What can you do, if the
holidays leave you feeling “blue,” instead of “happy” or “merry?”
The following suggestions may help:

Acknowledge your feelings. If you’ve recently had a loss in the
family, if you are separated from your children or loved ones, if
you’re suffering from a recent romantic break-up, realize that these
can cause great feelings of loneliness and sadness. It is okay now and then to take
time just to cry or express your feelings. Recognize and accept that both positive and
negative feelings may be experienced during the holidays and that this is NORMAL.
Seek support. Seek out the support or companionship of family, friends or others who
comfort and nourish you. Reduce time spent with difficult family members and avoid
people who are unsupportive. Tap into workplace support services such as your com-
pany’s employee assistance program (EAP), which can offer you personalized, profes-
sional help.  
Be realistic. Take stock of your expectations for the holidays and make sure they are
realistic. Try to recognize and reframe unrealistic expectations. As families change and
grow, traditions may need to change and grow as well. If necessary, create new holi-
day traditions. Expect and accept imperfection.  
Learn to say no. If you’re really feeling out of sorts, you may want to avoid some fes-
tivities because they are out of sync with how you are feeling. Try to tell those around
you what you really need and ask for their understanding if you decline an activity.
Other suggestions
• Get outdoors and get active. Getting outside during the brightest hours of the day 

can help you feel less blue.
• Make time for physical activity. Exercise helps relieve stress and improve your mood.
• Eat a balanced, healthy diet. Limit high calorie foods and junk food.
• Avoid using alcohol or other drugs to mask pain.
• Consider volunteering at a community or religious function. Getting involved and 

helping others can help lift your spirits and broaden your social circle.  
• Focus on what is good in your life and nurture the relationships you value.
• Find time for spiritual reflection.

Getting help
For some people, the holiday blues can lead to more serious depression. If you contin-
ue to feel “down” for several weeks, and you experience changes in appetite, difficulty
sleeping, unusual fatigue, severe anxiety or persistent unhappiness, contact your doc-
tor or a health care professional. You may be suffering from clinical depression and
the sooner you begin treatment, the sooner you can recover.  

FOUR WAYS TO IMPROVE...
Continued from page 1

3.  Focus your attention on a few specific
realizable positive goals for what will
make the family gathering worthwhile for
you. You might need to tell yourself ahead
of time the one or two bottom-line reasons
why you're making this investment of time
and money to hang out with your relatives.
It might be to spend 10 to 30 quality min-
utes with an aging relative that you love and
who isn't going to be here forever. It could
be to give your own kids a chance to get to
know their cousins better. Even in a very dif-
ficult family where lots of stressful moments
happen, you can still feel successful
because you are achieving these important
positive goals during your visit. 

4.  Plan with your spouse or partner how
to stay united as a team and not get split
apart by any family strangeness. This pre-
planning on how to be "a united couple" is
crucial because quite often people start tak-
ing out on their current loved one the frustra-
tions they are feeling from being around a
difficult extended family.  You may need to
set some ground rules ahead of time, such
as, "I'm allowed to criticize my own relatives
and your job is to listen calmly. But please
don't start criticizing my relatives, because
like most people I'm probably going to get a
bit defensive if you do that." Or you can
check in with each other every few minutes
at the holiday gathering and say (verbally or
nonverbally), "We're in this together.  I'm on
your side. We're visiting this complicated
family situation as teammates and we're not
going to let any of them split us apart."
Remember the goal at a family gathering is
not perfection, but simply to enjoy a few
quality moments and shared memories with
people that you don't get to see very often.

(1) This survey asked 1,400 people about
their family get-togethers and found that
68% described their family events as
"sometimes difficult" or "rarely enjoyable,
but an obligation I do anyway."

Recommended Reading: WHEN DIFFICULT
RELATIVES HAPPEN TO GOOD PEOPLE:
SURVIVING YOUR FAMILY AND KEEPING
YOUR SANITY, by Leonard Felder, Ph.D.,
includes research on stressful family gather-
ings and practical tools and strategies for
improving these events.  For more informa-
tion, log on to www.difficultrelatives.com.

Faculty & Employee Assistance Program Services
Provided by Dartmouth College for you and your 
family members

The Faculty Employee Assistance Program (F/EAP) is a free, confidential,
professional counseling service for members of the Dartmouth College faculty
and staff and their families. The FEAP may be used to address work-related or
personal conflicts, including relationship or family problems, substance abuse,
stress, and legal or financial concerns. We also provide consultation services
for supervisors and departments, as well as maintain a resource directory.

For FREE confidential counseling and consultation call: 603-646-1165
E-Mail: FEAP@Dartmouth.EDU
Web: www.dartmouth.edu/~eap


