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Introduction

The festive season is often portrayed as a time of joy, celebration,
and togetherness. However, for neurodivergent individuals and
those experiencing mental health challenges such as anxiety,
depression, and panic attacks, the weeks leading up to the holidays
can be a period of significant stress and overwhelm.

@ Traditional festive celebrations can create environments that are not

only uncomfortable but potentially harmful for many employees.

@ This guide provides practical strategies for organisations to create
more inclusive, neuro-affirming festive celebrations that support all

employees, regardless of their neurological differences or mental

health status.
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Understanding the
Challenges

The Traditional Festive Season Expectations

Society often presents the festive season through a narrow lens
of celebration that includes:

- Mandatory or strongly encouraged office parties and social
gatherings

- Loud music, bright lights, and crowded spaces
- Extended periods of small talk and social interaction
- Pressure to drink alcohol and participate in drinking culture
- Expectations to be cheerful, sociable, and 'festive'
- Multiple social commitments in a short timeframe
- Changes to routine and workplace structure
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The Impact of Traditional

ad

Celebrations

1.Sensory Overload: Bright lights, loud
music, crowded rooms can cause distress,
resulting in overwhelm and shutdowns.
meltdowns, or the need to leave
suddenly.

2.Social Exhaustion and Anxiety: Small talk,
reading social cues, not fitting may lead
to intense stress and anxiety.

3.Routine Disruption: Changes to
schedules, locations, and expectations
can be unsettling, increasing anxiety and
reducing a sense of control and safety.

4.Executive Function Strain: Managing
multiple events, gift-giving, transport,
and shifting priorities can quickly
overwhelm planning, organisation, and
decision-making capacity.

S.Panic Attacks: Busy, noisy environments
with limited quiet space or clear exits can
trigger panic attacks or acute distress.

6.Alcohol-Related Pressure: Norms around
drinking can be exclusionary or triggering
for those who are sober, in recovery,
managing medication interactions, or

who simply do not want to drink.
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Creating Neuro-Affirming
Festive Celebrations

1. Rethink Mandatory Attendance

Make all festive events genuinely optional, not just in policy
but in culture. Ensure that non-attendance carries no
professional or social penalty. Consider offering alternative
ways to celebrate that don't involve large gatherings.

Practical Actions:

v Explicitly state that attendance is optional in all communications

v Ensure leadership models that it's acceptable not to attend

v Provide alternative celebration options (team lunch, early finish, gift
cards)

v Never discuss or question why someone didn't attend
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2. Design Sensory-Friendly Environments

If hosting events, create spaces that accommodate different
sensory needs and provide options for regulation.

Practical Actions:

v Offer adjustable lighting options or areas with softer lighting

v/ Provide a quiet room or space away from the main event for
breaks

v Provide advance information about the venue, layout, and sensory
environment

v/ Allow individuals to arrive late or leave early without explanation.
v Ensure there are multiple exit routes and spaces aren't
overcrowded
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3. Reduce Social Pressure

Create celebration formats that don't rely heavily on small
talk, forced socialisation, or performing enthusiasm.

Practical Actions:

v Offer structured activities (games, crafts, movie screening) as
alternatives to pure socialising

v Create smaller, team-based celebrations rather than large
company-wide events

v Allow people to participate remotely or asynchronously

v/ Avoid icebreakers or activities that require personal disclosure

v Provide 'conversation cards' or topics to reduce small talk anxiety
v/ Don't require speeches, toasts, or public participation
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4. Address Alcohol Culture

Move away from alcohol-centric celebrations that can be
exclusionary and triggering.

Practical Actions:

v/ Provide equal quality and variety of non-alcoholic options

v/ Don't make non-alcoholic drinks visually different or 'lesser"
v Never question why someone isn't drinking

v Ensure activities don't revolve around drinking

v Provide clear policies about professional behaviour at events
v Shut down any drinking pressure or 'banter’
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S. Maintain Routine and Predictability

Minimise disruption to work routines and provide clear
information about any changes.

Practical Actions:

v'Communicate all festive arrangements well in advance (minimum 2-
3 weeks)

v Provide detailed information: venue, timing, dress code, activities,
food options

v Maintain regular work schedules as much as possible

v Avoid surprise elements or last minute changes

v Offer visual schedules or maps of event spaces

v Keep core working hours and expectations consistent

v Provide a single point of contact for questions about arrangements
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6. Acknowledge Different Experiences

Recognise that the festive season isn't universally positive
and create space for different emotional experiences.

Practical Actions:

v Avoid assumptions that everyone celebrates or enjoys this time of

year
v Don't pressure people to explain their feelings or participation level
v Provide access to mental health support and resources during this
period

v Create a culture where it's safe to say 'I'm struggling'

v Acknowledge that festive periods can be difficult for many reasons
v Offer flexibility in work arrangements during this period
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Alternative Celebration
ldeas

Consider these alternatives to traditional office parties:

1) Daytime Team Activities: Lunch at a quiet restaurant,
afternoon tea, museum visit, or outdoor walk—activities with
natural end points and lower sensory demands.

2) Individual Recogpnition: Personalised thank-you notes, gift
cards, or extra time off that employees can use as they choose.

3) Structured Celebrations: Organised activities like escape
rooms, cooking classes, or craft workshops that provide
structure and purpose.

4) Flexible Celebrations: Allow teams to decide their own
celebration format with a budget, accommodating different
preferences.

S) Virtual Options: Online games, virtual coffee chats, cheese
taster sessions or recorded messages that people can engage
with at their own pace.

B)Wellness Focused: Yoga sessions, massage vouchers,
mindfulness workshops, or wellness days off.

7) Early Finish Fridays: Simply ending work early during
December without requiring attendance at events.




Next Step

We are The Missing Link providing bespoke mental health and neuro-
inclusion training solutions for organisations of all sizes.

We aim to create workplaces that champion positive mental health
and celebrate differences so individuals can thrive and contribute their
unique strengths to society.

We are happy to design and deliver bespoke workshops that align with
your corporate efforts and wellbeing strategies.

@) Website www.themissinglink.org.uk
® Phone 07595501001
@ E-mail olga@themissinglink.org.uk

The Missing Link | Stronger teams, Healthier minds, Better results.
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