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For teens from broken
homes, or those grieving
someone, the season is a
reminder of what's missing.
Not what's merry. You see,
December is marketed as
joy.

Lights everywhere. Meat
on the menu. Relatives you
haven'’t seen since Primary
Five suddenly calling you
“my child.”
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But for many teens,
the festive season isn’t
happiness, it's stress. It's
interrogation. .

It's pretending you're fine
while your data bundle
dies at 2AM. mid-scroll,
your WhatsApp status
is a recycled “Season’s
greetings”, and your mind
is louder than New Year's
fireworks in the sky.

December comes with
rules nobody voted for:
smile, dress well, take
photos, don’t embarrass
the family.

Meanwhile, Instagram
is busy showing teens on
boat cruises, beaches, at
concerts, or holding iced
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drinks with captions like
“grateful.” You're at home,
watching TV with a remote
that only works when you
slap it twice and bite the
batteries.

“Every time | open
Instagram, someone is
living soft,” says Patricia
Abel, 16, Kitintale. “I start
feeling like my life is
boring. | pretend I'm okay,

- but inside | feel left out”

Social media turns
Christmas into a

competition... who
travelled, who went for
brunch, who glowed up,
who looks happiest. And if
you’re not winning, you're
losing quietly.

LONELY, EVEN
ITHAFULL
SITTING ROOM.

Holidays mean visitors.
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Lots of them. Aunties.
Uncles. Cousins who
eat your snacks and ask
personal questions.

“My house is always full,”
says Samson Kalema, 17,
Mbarara. “But no one asks
how I'm really doing. They
just say, ‘You've grown.’ |
spend most of the day in
my room because | feel
invisible.”

December noise doesn’t
always mean December
warmth.
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Joselyn Kajumba, a She urges parents always mean rebellion.
‘without guilt. neuropsychologist to validate feelings, Sometimes, it's recovery.. |
me. working with Parliament respect their teenagers' Red flags to watch for :
of Uganda under the personal space because include prolonged -
Mental Health Forum,

they are growing into
adults, and avoid turning=" risky behaviour, sleep ==
conversations into changes, aggression, or -
interrogations. talk of self-harm. -
“A hug, a high-five, even — * “Seak help early 58
a hand on the shoulder from professional &=
can mean a lot,” she counsellors,” Kajumba -
~says, while noting that, ©  warns. s
withdrawal doesn’t s -

sadness, isolation,
says December exposes
7 emotional cracks

= = families usually ignore.
— “Teens need to feel safe

at home,” she says. “That

starts with listening,

not correcting, not

comparing.”
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“I'd rather be engaged in

. job activities during the

'holldays but it’s hard - \\ he house, even when
. to find opportunities, . N\I'm just going nearby It

which is stressful. | also \\ feels like a prison”
don’t like community . +* \\

« comments abouts » =
\ students misbehaving. *
\When relatives ask about
\my grades, it doesn’t i\
% offend me because it .
\shows they care about
my future
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“Being put under very
tight and strict curfew .
. during holidays and not
*_being allowed to leave °
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‘ But let's be honest for a

- second. What if the most
powerful gift you can give
this season doesn’t cost a
-single shilling?

What if the real flex is
simply being there?

Genuine connection
" has become rare. Most

~of us listen halfway,
nodding while mentally
. rehearsing what we'll say
y  next. This festive season,
~try speaking a different
4 language of care; one built
= \Q on attention, empathy, and
', Y emotional intelligence.

&¢ 1. The Gift of Listening

True listening is a

superpower. it means
choosing to understand,
not just to reply.

@ Find the gap: When

a relative starts a story
you've heard before, don't
zone out. Pause. Stay. Give
them your full attention.

@ Validate: Not everyone
~needs advice or a present.
-~ Sometimes the most

healing words are, 71
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control what to watch.
Sawa ya agattaliko

N\
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The most stressful |},
thing about holidays .
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the break is too short, §
and there's no time .
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=t relatives ask about my
Hohdays are stressful \ \% grades or my future ,y
because sometimes «. career, | get stressed. '\
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* suggesting something 1\ eing asked about my \\\\ the kind of lawyer | % better than being gifted.
< else, it really discourages grades actually makes want to become
“\ me feel loved and cared : = 2. The Gift of Time

\ me” : SN
% We often take the people

closest to us for granted.
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“Waking up at 5AM to g0 ¢ 3 »> _ : love may be quiet; fixing
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until midday triggers » \\ 7 =y o it =
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\ Y | frevision and research for next term. "'

Return the favour. Sit with
him. Watch his favourite

holeays S \ “Itis also hurtful when | return with ¢,
' < poor maths grades and they start ,

_comparing me to my siblings mstead
of helpmg me geta tutor to teath me.”
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- the generic gifts. Offer a

showing up without drama.
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soccer match. Say nothing.
Your presence says enough.
@ For your friends: Skip

shared moment instead.
Learn something together.
Laugh at how bad you both !
are before you get better.
Time, given freely, is
unforgettable.

+2 3, The Gift of Awareness

Read the room. Listen to
what isn’t being said.

@ Short replies might
mean someone needs
space.

® Leaning in means
someone wants to connect.

Noticing these small
signals tells people, “You
matter”

This holiday, give your
flowers through smal,
meaningful actions. Saya
sincere thank youtothe |
quiet heroes in your home. ¢
Remember, emotional '
intelligence is a real-
life superpower. It turns
confusion into clarity,
distance into dialogue, and
ordinary moments into
lasting memories.

Because in the end, the
best gift you can offer the
world is a version of you
that is present, kind, and
truly there. i 8
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Humphrey Nabimanya is a community
psychologist, sexual and reproductive health
dvocate and founder of Reach A Hand, Uganda.



GOT QUESTIONS? GOT CHALLENGES AT
SCHOOL? IN YOUR LIFE? WRITE TO US AT
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life. 3 = 3 5 have never had sex,"
i D. Feel emotionally draine never used drugs, and
¢ afterward. try to live carefully. Yet
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When relatives start asking
about your grades or future

other by saying, “You
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okay either.
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= ~ should guide my choices?

~Linda, when HIV is used
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in combining values with
responsibility. Protecting-
your health is not a lack of
“faith, it is stewardship of =
the life you've been given.

lnlatchlpg shows for hours. control. Many young people  from conversations that
C. Talking to a friend or trusted |, , delay testing because of ~  turn cruel. Respecting
Pperson. - ' Advice: Loneliness isn't about anxiety, not behaviour. ity is a si
D. Keeping busy with chores or *‘being alone, it’s about not feeling  * * Choosing to test when =
regponSIbllltles. ‘understood. Try small connections: . you are ready is an act
\ ‘one honest conversation, one walk of courage, not fear.

nber ) h-outside, or reducing social media When done calmly and
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revention suffers. Bu

mak eel.. ~ comparisons. - — voluntarily, testing often”
A. Like you're falling behind = Mostly C’s - The Grounded Navigator brings relief, not regret.
compared to others. " ™you manage holiday stress relatively —=
2. Pressured to look happy even ', . Well You understand that family
when you're not. ' questions, chores, and pressure aren’t s
C. Inspired or entertained. , always meant to hurt you, even when
>, Indifferent. You don't take jt 1 they're uncomfortable. e\
seriously. . Advice: Keep practicing healthy =
__\_communication and balance. AN
en famih ~ Mostly D’s - The Emotional '
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\;Some moments feel okay, others feel
‘heavy. You may not fully understand *
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. Feol like s somehis P " _what affects you most, but you sense -\

fault. L ’“som_ethmg isn’t quite settled. BN Y
N NAadvyice: Self-awarenessisyour next .

\ step. Try daily emotional check-ins: *

\\What drained me today? What helped -
\\me today? Understanding your triggers \ §

\ helps yoymanage them Retrer |~ {
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