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Have Yourself a  
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M Y DAU G H T E R ’ S  F I R S T Christmas 
was absurd. My excitement over 
“playing Santa” for a child of my 
own got way out of hand. Of course, 
she’ll never remember that “magi-
cal” morning with a living room 
overflowing with toys—including a 
miniature car, a three-story doll-
house, an antique wicker pram, 
and a rocking horse.

Right afterward, I started making 
massive changes to my mindset.  
I was already overwhelmed by the 
duties of being a mom—cleaning 
on a perpetual loop, picking up 
toys, scrubbing dishes, organizing 
so much stuff—all while wishing  
I could spend more time with my 
child. I began exploring minimal-
ism, a lifestyle that embraces  
having less and keeping only the 
items you use, need, and love so 
you can attain a more peaceful 
and joyful existence.

Every Christmas since has got-
ten smaller and simpler as I con-
tinue to whittle it down, become 
more intentional, and take more 
control. You can do it too. These 
tips can help you achieve in  
one season the cozy, meaningful  
family holiday you’ll actually 
enjoy—simply by stripping away 
the excesses that stress you out.

1 

Declutter the kids’ rooms.

If you only have time to tidy one 
area right now, make it this one. 
Pare down the toys to those your 
kids truly love and play with. 
(Hopefully, you can cut back 25  
to 50 percent of their stuff.)  
You’ll find gift-giving cleanup less 
stressful knowing the new items 
have space waiting for them.

Set up a box for donations, 
another for trash, a small one for 
sentimental keepsakes, and a pile 
of “keepers” that will remain  
in the room in a new, more orga-
nized way. As you sort the toys, 
pay attention to your thoughts: 
You may resist discarding the 
objects you purchased yourself,  
or the ones that are aesthetically 
pleasing and match the room’s 
decor. Has your child ever shown 
interest in these items? Really?  
Or could you be holding on to 
them because of sunk-cost bias 
(i.e., you can’t stand to admit you 
wasted money on them)? If the 
item doesn’t serve your child, it 
should not remain in the room. 

The clutter adds to your kid’s 
mental overwhelm and means 
more stuff for you all to clean up.

Notice when you rationalize 
certain gifts. Just because an aunt 
or grandmother gave a toy does 
not mean it has to stick around 
forever. Mentally thank loved ones 
for their contributions that once 
created smiles, then bag up the 
toys for donations or trash.

If you’re strategizing how to 
include your children in the process, 
consider bribes. Yes, bribes. One 
mom shared her successful idea 
with me: Remove all the toys from 
the room except a few obvious 
keepers. Give your child $20 and 
tell them every toy they retrieve 
will cost them $1. They can spend 
any remaining money on the treat 
of their choice. Assigning value 
encourages kids to assess their 
toys on a deeper level. 

HOW TO S AY NO 
(WITHOUT FEELING  
L IKE S CRO O GE)

“Thank you, but I can’t right 
now.” Just say this short sen-
tence in a genuine, apologetic 
tone to decline last-minute 
invitations. Most people have 
the urge to explain why they 
can’t go and start detailing 
their busy lives. Keep it simple! 
Note: Say this even if you 
really can. If your “plans” are 
lying on the couch watching 
movies in your pajamas, that’s 
your business.

To declutter the kids’ rooms, consider bribes. 
Yes, bribes. Remove all toys except a  

few keepers. Give your child $20 and tell them 
every toy they retrieve will cost $1. 
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Set up the kitchen  
for success.

Don’t do a deep decluttering— 
that’s a huge project best saved  
for the new year. But do ask this 
question: What is the intent of this 
room for the holidays? Then you 
can quickly reorganize the sup-
plies you need the most.

For me, sugar admittedly takes 
center stage this time of year.  
That means the coffee station, 
fruit bowls, and pots of fresh herbs 
make way for a hot cocoa bar, a 
mulled apple cider station, and 
baking supplies. I bake all season, 
so I take inventory of my pans, 
flour, brown sugar, vanilla extract, 
and leftover sprinkles, then I cre-
ate space to store them on an  
easily accessible shelf. This helps 
reduce stress and also the amount 
of money I spend, since I know 
exactly what needs to be restocked.

Focus on making sure your 
counters are as clear as possible 
and any holiday-related setups  
are ready for action.

3

Simplify decorating.

A minimalist holiday does not 
mean your house will be bereft of 
festive trimmings. The point is to 
decorate with more intention and 
determine what things add to your 
overwhelm. So pull out your holi-
day boxes and ask these questions 
to decide what to get rid of.

Are there decorating tasks you 
dread? Are certain decorations dif-
ficult to take down and pack up? 
Was there something you set out 
last year that got no attention or 
use? And is there anything that 
looks worn out? (Are the embed-
ded bulbs in the faux greenery not 
lighting up on one side? Are there 
faded ribbons on the wreath?)

If an item is too shabby or just 
not making you brim with joy, go 
ahead and toss it. If you’re regret-
ting how expensive it was, sit with 
the emotions, because that will 
help guide future purchases (you 
might either stop buying stuff like 
this altogether or be more demand-
ing about quality).

Now do the same with tree 
ornaments: Were they a gift? Did 
the kids make them? Were you 

following a certain color scheme 
one year? If they are not your 
absolute favorite ornaments, you 
don’t need to give them the honor 
of hanging on your tree. Release 
them! 

If the decor is still in decent 
shape, donate it to a local thrift shop 
or charity. By doing this process 
early in the season, you’ll get rid of 
items when others are actually 
looking for them—which will help 
you feel good instead of guilty.

At this point, you should be left 
with the decorations you intend  
to set out. It doesn’t matter how 
much there is. These are the 
pieces you’ve decided you can 
admire with pride all season.

IT’S  OK TO GIVE UP THE OUTD O OR LIGHT S

Even after scaling back my interior decorations by a third one year, I still felt com-
pelled to decorate the front of my house with lights. But my children were both very 
little, so it wasn’t the memory-making family event I imagined. My husband is frugal 
with electricity, and let’s just say he wasn’t feeling the magic. Despite all the time  
I spent hanging the outdoor lights, I only turned them on maybe three times. Then 
the lights remained hanging on the house (turned off) until Valentine’s Day! This 
year, I plan to donate the entire box of outdoor lights. They just don’t fit my family.
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Be intentional with  
your time.

I carefully manage my family’s hol-
iday schedule by mapping out what 
I call “hard plans” and “loose plans” 
on a paper calendar, which I hang 
in the kitchen. I do this in early 
November, since events begin the 
week after Thanksgiving.

To make hard plans, I hop on  
a search engine or Facebook’s 
Events page to find local holiday 
happenings—for example, the 
town’s annual tree lighting, photos 
with Santa, the community orches-
tra’s seasonal concert, or a perfor-
mance of The Nutcracker.

Once you’ve located dates and 
times, pencil each event into your 
calendar to get an idea of the pac-
ing. If you notice several events 
happening one after another, pick 
your favorite and erase the others. 
You don’t want to overdo it and 
exhaust everyone. The spaced-out 
events you’ve chosen to keep are 
now your hard plans. If a hard plan 
is a ticketed event, jot the price 
down on the calendar as well.  
This system helps you decide far  
in advance if an event looks worth-
while and fits in your budget. 

Now you’re ready to pencil in 
your loose plans—usually family 
traditions that can be easily moved 
or skipped. Spot possible weekends 

for baking and cookie decorating, 
chopping down your own tree at a 
nearby farm, or driving around the 
neighborhood to look at the light 
displays. (See more ideas at right.)

It may seem silly to pencil in 
“bake sugar cookies,” but I have 
found this system to be an extremely 
helpful way to avoid doing All The 
Things the last week of the holi-
days. It’s easier to sprinkle in idyllic 
moments if you write them down 
ahead of time. If you are not in 
control of the pacing, then there’s  
a high chance you’ll find yourself 
cramming in as much as humanly 
possible right before the big day—
and cramming does not make for 
festive memories. 

•  Make a favorite recipe, 
be it cookies or latkes 

•  Pick out the Christmas 
tree or put out the 
menorah

•  Enjoy hot cocoa  
or mulled cider

• Decorate your home

• Watch holiday movies

• Read holiday books

• Go for a winter hike

•  Play in the snow

•  Volunteer for a charity

• Create cards or gifts
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“LO OSE PL ANS”  
TO PENCIL IN


