
The Holiday Tasks That Are Secretly Depleting You
The season isn't always so merry — it also can come with stress if you're the one keeping track 
of everything. Here's why this happens and tips that might help.

As merry as it may be, the holiday season can 
also be synonymous with stress. Between spend-
ing lots of money on gifts, living up to the (prob-
ably very high) expectations in your head and 
making time for all of the holiday events 
throughout the month, it’s an overwhelming 
season for many people.

But you’re definitely not the only one feeling this 
way. In fact, there are two concepts that may 
explain the stress you may feel at points 
throughout this season: A heavy mental load 
and excess emotional labor.

Mental load can also be called the invisible load, or cognitive labor, said Joey Trine, a licensed clinical pro-
fessional counselor with Thriveworks Counseling and Psychiatry Aurora in Illinois. It captures the things you 
manage every day but are not writing down and checking off your to-do list. However, you’re still putting 
energy toward the tasks. Think: remembering to buy cookie dough for your kids’ holiday bake sale or 
noting that your in-laws want a certain type of gift this year.

The mental load is “basically the entire thought process that goes behind a task or behind a situation,” 
added Aparna Sagaram, a licensed marriage and family therapist and owner of Space to Reflect in Philadel-
phia, a mental health group practice that specializes in culturally sensitive services for individuals, couples 
and families.

Generally, the mental load often falls on one person in a relationship or in a family. (And that person in 
heterosexual relationships typically is the woman — though things are slowly changing, Sagaram noted.)

Emotional labor, on the other hand, is the emotional work that goes into different relationships, Sagaram 
said. This could look like listening to a friend when they’re upset, or managing a tough dynamic between 
family members.
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In general, you’ll be asked to do more and more during the holidays, 
too.
Trine noted that if you’re a part of an organization like a volunteer community or a neighborhood sports 
league (or if your child or partner is part of a group), you’ll likely be met with more tasks around the holi-
day season, too. This further adds to the mental load.

“It’s a time of year when a lot of people ask for help and people feel obligated to help out," Trine said.

This could mean helping out with a cookie drive, donating money to an organization or hosting a holiday 
brunch for your group. While all are worthwhile, when you already feel like you can’t handle more, it can 
be hard to take on this added responsibility.

And you may have to deal with uncomfortable family or friend dynam-
ics.
Since your connection with loved ones is purely built on relationships, it falls into the category of emotion-
al labor, which is a very real stressor for many people throughout the season (and all year).

According to Michele Tugade, professor of Psychological Science on the William R. Kenan, Jr. Chair at 
Vassar College, “holiday celebrations that require bringing families and friends together,” are a major 
contributor to emotional labor. So, all of those Holiday dinner parties or cookie-making events can take a 
toll.

The holiday season is a time of heightened social connection, which Tugade said can lead to emotional 
fatigue at work and feelings of burnout. What’s more, it can lead to problems that make it hard to enjoy 
the season.

“Too much emotional labor is costly to an individual. Research shows that it is related to greater levels of 
depression and anxiety, and heightened burnout,” Tugade said.

This can be especially true if you’re the one who everyone turns to when there’s family drama. You may 
feel like you need to problem-solve or manage other people’s emotions, so, by the time you’re finished 
helping someone else, you’re too exhausted to be present at the family gathering, Sagaram added.

People in the service industry likely deal with even more emotional 
labor.
Dealing with unhappy (and often rude) customers is an unfortunate reality for folks in the service industry. 
During the holiday shopping and dining season, it’s likely that they’ll be dealing with this more often.

In this sense, Tugade described emotional labor as “a type of performance, in a way, like ‘keeping your 
cool’ in the midst of escalating stress so as to get the job done.”

So, for example, a flight attendant facing a difficult customer during a busy holiday travel day may just 
have to smile and move on instead of showing their true emotions. “It can be cognitively and emotionally 
exhausting to continuously exert emotional labor,” Tugade added.
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While different, the two concepts can feed into each other or pile onto each other. Sagaram added that 
emotional labor — like allowing a loved one to emotionally dump on you — can eventually turn into a 
mental load as you continue to care for that person, just on a different, more tangible level (like taking 
stress off them by picking up more wrapping paper).

So, if you’re feeling a little off this holiday season, it may be the stress of both of these concepts. Here are 
the tasks that are likely adding to it, plus how you can cope:

Shopping for gifts adds to your 
mental load.
According to Sagaram, gifts take a big toll on your 
mental load during the holiday season. Whether 
you’re figuring out what to get your kids (and hiding 
and wrapping the presents, if they believe in Santa 
Claus), deciding what to buy for your parents or 
picking out a gift for a work exchange, it’s exhausting 
to do the shopping, the planning, the wrapping and 
the actual gift giving.

“I think the holiday season itself brings on a lot of 
stress because people are trying to figure out what 
gifts they can give to people or how to be thought-
ful,” Sagaram said. “And there’s a lot of thought process that goes behind that.”

She added that for the person carrying the mental load in a household, this task can feel pretty isolating, 
too, as you figure out how to make this holiday magic happen.

Arranging holiday travel.
If you’re someone who travels to family gatherings, the seemingly simple act of planning transportation 
adds to your mental load, according to Sagaram. Mapping out how you’re going to get somewhere and 
when you’re going to leave requires research and lots of thought.

Not to mention there’s also the preparation: You have to pack your bags, pack up gifts, organize any 
tickets that are necessary for travel or make sure the car is in tiptop shape for a drive — it’s a lot to think 
about. And for the person carrying the mental load, it falls on them to make sure this is all handled.

Keeping track of increased social engagements.
The most festive time of the year is a time when holiday parties run rampant, adding more to keep track of 
for the person who carries the mental load.

Trine noted that it’s a time when your schedule probably looks pretty different than normal, so there are 
more social events to manage. This could involve dropping your kids off at holiday events or keeping track 
of the different dress codes for upcoming events.

You’ll deal with even more stress if you carry the mental load in your household and are hosting a holiday 
engagement, not just attending one.
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Remember that this is on top of all of your other daily tasks.
The person who carries the mental load doesn’t just get a break from their other tasks when the holiday 
season starts, and the same goes for people who have to listen to emotion-driven family or friend issues.

Instead, these issues build on the additional tasks and stressors that come with the holiday season, 
according to Sagaram.

So, if you’re the person who regularly refills the toiletries, you will probably still be that person as you also 
shop for holiday gifts, which further adds to the stress of the season.

To help with these feelings, take time for yourself throughout the month.
“I think we can tend to put ourselves aside more during this time,” Trine said. If you feel yourself getting 
overwhelmed, set some boundaries (like say no to that Holiday party you don’t want to go to) or let 
yourself be 10 minutes late for a social engagement if you need that extra 10 minutes just to breathe.

“Those are good things to have in your back pocket as you’re balancing the increase of mental load and 
emotional [labor] that comes along with the holidays,” she said.

If you carry the mental load, delegate some tasks this holiday season.
It’s not a good feeling to realize you’re the one who carries the mental load (especially as we head 
full-steam ahead into the holidays). But, Sagaram said you can talk to your partner to help alleviate some 
of the holiday mental load stress.

“If you are in a relationship, it’s really helpful to sit down with your partner and literally write out all of the 
tasks that need to get done,” she said.

She recommends that you create two separate lists — one for daily living and one specifically for the 
holiday season. Then, delegate tasks to your partner that they need to take on this holiday season.

Sagaram added that you should give your partner tasks (and you should take on tasks) that they’ll 
actually do, so you don’t have to spend time reminding them to complete their to-do list. It’s also 
important to actually give up the tasks you delegate (so, don’t check in over and over again) ― and it’s 
important for your partner to take them on fully.

This is short-term crisis management, Sagaram added, we’re fully in the holiday season so it’s necessary 
to immediately take some of the stress off. After the holiday season, you should have a larger 
conversation with your partner about alleviating your mental load outside of the holidays, too.
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INGREDIENTS
Cooking spray

8 slices center-cut bacon, chopped 

½ cup finely diced shallots

5-ounce package baby spinach

8 ounces Gruyère cheese, shredded 

12 large eggs

1 cup nonfat milk

½ teaspoon Kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper, to taste

276 Calories |  PREP TIME: 10 mins  |  TOTAL TIME: 55 mins
YIELD: 8 | COURSE: Breakfast, Brunch | CUISINE: American

BACON SPINACH 
BREAKFAST CASSEROLE 
WITH GRUYÈRE CHEESE
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This Bacon Spinach Breakfast Casse-
role with Gruyère is perfect for your 
next holiday gathering, feeding a 
crowd, or meal prep for the week.

This is a tasty and healthy option for 
any special occasion breakfast spread, 
and it’s perfect for those following the 
Weight Watchers plan. 

Nutrition Information 
Serving: 1 piece, Calories: 276 kcal, Carbohydrates: 4 g, 
Protein: 22 g, Fat: 19 g, Saturated Fat: 8.5 g, Cholesterol: 
313 mg, Sodium: 527 mg, Fiber: 1 g, Sugar: 3 g Recipe 
► https://www.skinnytaste.com/
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INSTRUCTIONS

December 28 2022

1. Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. Spray a 9” x 13” casserole dish with cooking spray 
and set aside.

2. In a large skillet, cook the bacon over medium heat until cooked through.
Using a slotted spoon, transfer the bacon to a paper towel lined plate.

3. Remove and discard all but 2 tablespoons of the bacon grease then add the shallots.

4. Sauté the shallots until fragrant and they start to brown on the edges, about
2 minutes.

5. Add half the spinach and toss to mix with the shall   ots then add the rest and toss 
again.

6. Cook, stirring and tossing for about 3 minutes, until spinach is wilted.
Remove the pan from heat and set aside.

7. In a large bowl, whisk the eggs.

8. Set aside 1 cup of the cheese then add the remainder to the eggs.
Add the milk, salt, pepper, cooked spinach mixture and bacon then mix to 
thoroughly combine.

9. Pour egg mixture into the prepared dish. Sprinkle remaining cheese
evenly over the top. Bake for 35 minutes, then move the oven rack to the second slot 
closest to the top, switch the oven to broil and cook an additional 2-3 minutes, until 
browned, watching closely to make sure it doesn’t burn. 
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  » Do it: 
   

“This exercise focuses on the stabilizer muscles of the core such as the transverse ab-
dominis,” explains Tamir. “So much of posture starts with the core, and this move gives 
you feedback from the floor” on how to use these muscles properly so your body is 
aligned.

Lie on your back with your arms at shoulder level raised toward the ceiling. Bring your 
legs up into tabletop position (knees bent 90 degrees and stacked over your hips).
Slowly extend your right leg straight, while 
simultaneously dropping your left arm over-
head. Keep both a few inches from the 
ground.

Bring your arm and leg back to the starting 
position.

Repeat on the other side, extending your left 
leg and your right arm. That's 1 rep.

Continue alternating for 12–15 reps.

Dead bugs work the core, specifically, the deepest core abdominal muscles called the 
transverse abdominis. This is also considered an anti-extension exercise, because your 
body must resist arching your lower back as you move your arms and legs.
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