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“The symptoms of ADHD don’t take a holiday,” says 
Patricia Quinn, M.D. — and any parent who’s dealt with 
a New Year’s Eve meltdown can agree. All the activity — 
parties, travel, and visiting relatives — seems to bring out 
the hyperactivity and impulsivity in our little angels. Try 
these strategies to keep the holidays peaceful, safe, and 
merry for all! 

MANAGING SYMPTOMS:

n Stick to a regular schedule as much as possible. 
l  This includes wake-up times, medication, and any behavioral treat-

ment. Drug “holidays” may work for over summer vacation for some 
kids, but during this time of year, medication may be the best method 
for keeping your child’s symptoms under control when they encoun-
ter stressful situations.

n Warn about any changes in advance.
l  Talk to your child about when big upheavals will occur, and what 

they can expect when they do. Remind them as often as necessary 
— a week before the event, then a few days before, then once the 
morning of.
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n Develop strategies.
l  If you want to bring your child holiday shopping with you, plan on 

going during off-peak hours to avoid a possible meltdown. 
l  Use available resources — like daily planners, list-making apps, and 

written reminders to help your child — and yourself — stay on track.

n Don’t be afraid to put away a few toys for later!
l  Too many new things at once can overstimulate ADHD children.
l  Plus, you’ll have something to pull out for a rainy day a few months 

down the road.

SAFETY:
Without the structure of regular school days, your kids will probably be less 
closely supervised — which may lead to some dangerous situations. Fol-
low these safety tips to keep your peace of mind — without sacrificing your 
child’s fun.

n Toy Safety:
l  Pay attention to recommended age ranges and instructions.
l  Trust your instincts. If you think your child isn’t mature enough to 

play with a certain toy, put it away where they can’t get it. 
l  Be mindful of hazards, like small parts or long strings — especially 

for younger children. 

n  Indoor and Outdoor Safety:
l  Make sure your child stays as dry as possible when they’re outdoors 

— particularly their hands and feet. 
l  Sledding near roads should be prohibited or closely monitored.
l  Only use the fireplace when you’re at home and awake.

n  Visiting Relatives — At Your House or Theirs:
l  Keep in mind that not all homes will be as safety-proofed as yours. 

Watch out for possible dangers.
l  Clean up as soon as possible after a party — so your child doesn’t ac-

cidentally come into contact with allergens, alcohol, or tobacco.
l  Keep a list of emergency numbers on your fridge for the babysitter or 

yourself — if something goes awry, you’ll save yourself the stress of 
searching for the doctor’s cell phone number.
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KEEP THE PEACE:
Think of last year’s holiday season — particularly celebratory dinners you 
spent with your extended family. Was your ADHD child a well-behaved 
dream — or a little bit closer to a nightmare? If you answered the latter, try 
these tips to keep your child calm and on good terms with your relatives.

n Is he… hyperactive?
l  Plan regular intervals for him to burn energy. If possible, encourage 

outdoor play before dinner is served. During the long meal, allow 
him to get up and walk around when necessary, or ask for his help in 
serving the food.

n Is she…impulsive?
l  Provide more structure and increased supervision whenever pos-

sible. Outline the party beforehand, and provide periodic reminders 
throughout the day of when guests will be arriving or dinner will be 
served. 

n Is he…easily distracted?
l  Sit next to him at dinner to help him refocus if necessary. Before the 

party, agree on a subtle reminder that he’s drifting off — like a quick 
hand on his knee.

n Does she…have sensory processing issues?
l  If your child becomes overloaded, take her to a quiet part of the 

house to regroup. If there are older children present, ask one of them 
to play a game with your child, one-on-one. Some undivided atten-
tion from people she looks up to may be enough to get her back on 
track and ready to face the party.

HELP THEM ENJOY THE HOLIDAY:
The holidays are their time, too! Help them make the most out of this time 
of year by following these simple tips:

n Practice Empathy
l  ADHD kids are often so hyperactive or so focused on controlling 

themselves that they lose sight of others around them. This isn’t 
because of a mean streak or purely selfish behavior — ADHD can be 
a lot to handle, and kids with attention deficit may get wrapped up in 
it, especially during the school year. 
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l  Help them bring out their giving side by working together to come up 
with gift ideas for other family members. Then, plan a special day to 
go shopping together — help her pick out the gifts, then wrap them 
together when you get home. Your child will delight in participating 
in the gift-giving process, and he’ll love watching family members 
enjoy his gifts.

n Sharing Accomplishments
l  If your child struggles to behave at family gatherings, he may start to 

be viewed by relatives only in terms of his shortcomings — and that’s 
unfair. Make sure your child gets a chance to share his strengths and 
accomplishments with guests — whether it’s by prominently display-
ing a piece of artwork, or allowing him to play a song on the piano. 

n Volunteer Work
l  With accommodations, medications, and other ADHD modifica-

tions, children with attention deficit may be more used to being 
helped than to helping others. Consider signing them up for some 
holiday volunteer work that matches their skill set and maturity 
level. Younger children will get a kick out of singing carols for senior 
citizens, while teenagers may appreciate the added responsibility of 
serving food at a homeless shelter. 

n Work Together
l  If your child struggles with organization, planning, and other execu-

tive functions, the unpredictability of the holidays may be stressful. 
Getting her involved with the planning can be a great way to teach 
these skills and build her self-esteem.

l  Work together to make a list of things you’ll need to buy for the party, 
having him suggest favorite foods and beverages. Write out a timeline 
for the party (Ex: 6:00 pm: Guests arrive. 7:00 pm: Dinner is served. 
8:00 pm: Presents are opened.) Remind your child about politely 
greeting each guest and saying goodbye, whenever possible. 

l  After a successful party, thank your child for his help. He’ll be proud of 
his contributions and learn a few lessons about working with others.
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