
 

The Holiday Spending Review Sheet 

A worksheet for parents 

This is the resource that closes the loop on everything else in the pack. The Clarity Pack helps you plan. 
The Comparison Toolkit helps you buy well. The Gift Meaning Builder helps you give intentionally. 
The Spending Review is what makes any of that actually compound year over year, because it's the 
moment where you sit down after the season is over and ask honestly what worked, what didn't, and 
what you'd do differently next time. 

Most families skip this step. The season ends, the wrapping paper gets thrown out, the credit card 
statements come in, and by mid-January the holidays feel like a fading dream that nobody really wants 
to revisit. That's exactly why the review matters. The lessons of one holiday season are most accessible 
in the two weeks immediately after it ends — and most lost by the time you start planning the next 
one. A short, honest review captures those lessons while they're still fresh, so the family you are next 
December has the benefit of what the family you are this December actually learned. 

The review has two parts. There's a worksheet you fill out yourself, ideally with your spouse if you have 
one. There's an AI prompt that takes your worksheet and helps you turn it into a usable plan for next 
year — the kind of document you can pull out in October and trust to remind you of what you 
decided. 

When to do the review 

The sweet spot is usually somewhere between New Year's and mid-January. Long enough after the 
season that you have perspective, soon enough that the details are still in your head. If you wait until 
February or March, you'll lose half of what would've been useful. If you try to do it on December 27, 
you're still too close — most of what shows up will be reaction rather than reflection. 

A practical rhythm: pick a quiet evening sometime in the first two weeks of January. Make a hot drink. 
Sit at the kitchen table with the worksheet for forty-five minutes. Then close it and don't think about it 
again until next October. 

 



 
The financial review 

Money is usually the first thing parents want to look at after the holidays, and for good reason. Holiday 
overspending is one of the most common sources of January stress, and the only way to prevent it next 
year is to look honestly at what happened this year. 

Question Your answer 

What did we actually spend this 
season, across all categories? 

 

What did we plan to spend, when 
we set our budget back in October 
or November? 

 

Where did we go over, and what 
drove it? 

 

Where did we come in under 
budget, and was that a sign of 
restraint or a sign that we forgot 
something? 

 

 



 

What category surprised us the most 
— gifts, food, travel, decor, hosting, 
charitable giving, something else? 

 

Did we use credit in a way we're 
going to feel into the spring? 

 

If we'd done one thing differently 
financially, what would have made 
the biggest difference? 

 

That last question is the one most parents skip and most need to answer. It forces you to identify a 
single change that would've moved the needle, which is more useful than a long list of resolutions you'll 
forget by March. 

 
 

 

 

The gift review 

This is the part of the review that produces the most actionable information for next year, because the 
gifts are the most concrete record of how the planning went. Walk through them honestly, gift by gift, 
family member by family member. 

 



 

Question Your answer 

Which gifts hit hardest — the ones the recipient 
genuinely loved or used or remembered? 

 

Which gifts fell flat, and was it the gift itself or the 
moment around it? 

 

Did anyone in the family receive significantly more 
or less than felt right, and what would balance it 
next year? 

 

Were there gifts I bought that I now wish I hadn't 
— and what was driving that purchase at the time? 

 

Were there things I should have given that I didn't 
— and what stopped me? 

 

Did the gifts collectively feel like an expression of 
who we are as a family, or did they feel scattered? 

 

If I could go back and replace one gift, which 
would it be and what would I give instead? 

 

 



 
The "what was driving that purchase at the time" question is the most useful diagnostic in the 
worksheet. It almost always points to a pattern — the late-night impulse buy, the filler bought to 
round out the budget, the gift bought from guilt rather than care, the upgrade bought because 
someone else's child got one. Naming the pattern is the first step to interrupting it next year. 

The traditions review 

Some traditions held up. Some didn't. Some you tried for the first time. Some you'd forgotten you used 
to do until the season was already underway. The goal of this section is to be honest about each of 
them rather than letting another year of autopilot decide what stays. 

Question Your answer 

Which traditions worked beautifully 
this year? 

 

Which traditions felt like obligation 
rather than celebration? 

 

Did we try anything new, and how did 
it land? 

 

Did we let go of anything we'd been 
carrying, and how did that feel? 

 

 



 

Were there traditions other people in 
our family wanted that we missed or 
didn't make time for? 

 

Was there a moment in the season we 
want to mark and remember as 
something to repeat? 

 

Was there a moment we want to make 
sure we don't repeat? 

 

That second-to-last question is the one to spend the most time on. The moment you want to repeat is 
usually small — a particular evening, a quiet hour, a conversation that happened unexpectedly, a meal 
that landed differently than expected. Naming it now and writing it down means you have a chance of 
building the conditions for it next year, instead of hoping it shows up on its own. 

The energy and emotional review 

This section is the one most parents resist filling out, and it's the one that matters most for whether 
next year's season is sustainable. Money is easy to track. Gifts are easy to evaluate. The harder question 
is what the season cost you emotionally, and whether the cost was worth the result. 

 

 

 

 



 

Question Your answer 

What did this season cost me emotionally?  

When in the season was I happiest, and 
what was happening then? 

 

When was I most depleted, and what was 
happening then? 

 

Did I show up the way I wanted to with 
my children, my partner, and the people I 
love? 

 

Where did I push past my limits, and what 
was the cost? 

 

What was I trying to prove this season, and 
to whom? 

 

If I could give myself one different 
instruction at the start of the season, what 
would it be? 

 

 



 
That last question becomes the seed of next year's plan. Whatever instruction you'd give yourself is the 
one to write down somewhere you'll find it again — taped to the inside of a folder, saved in a note in 
your phone, written on the first page of next year's planner. The instruction tends to matter more than 
any other piece of the review. 

The AI prompt 

Once your worksheet is filled out, copy the prompt below into your AI tool of choice. Paste in the 
contents of your worksheet, then let it run. 

I'm doing a post-holiday review of our family's season, and I'd like your help turning my reflections 
into a usable plan for next year. 

 

Here's my filled-out worksheet:[paste the full worksheet here] 

 

Based on all of that, please help me: 

 

1. Identify the three most important patterns in what I wrote — the things that happened more than 
once, or that connect across  categories, or that point to something deeper. 

 

2. Surface anything I wrote that suggests an unspoken rule or pressure  I might want to examine — the 
gifts I regretted, the moments I  pushed past my limits, the decisions I made for reasons that aren't 
serving me. 

 

3. Translate my reflections into a short plan for next year — three to five concrete shifts I want to make, 
written in my own words and  based on what I actually said. 

 



 
 

4. Write a one-page summary of the lessons of this season that I can pull out next October when I start 
planning again. Make it warm  and grounded, not a list of resolutions. 

 

5. Flag any place where my reflections seemed to be in tension with  each other — where I wanted two 
things that don't fit together —  and ask me a question about it. 

 

Keep the tone honest and warm. This isn't a project review. This is me trying to do next year a little 
better than this one. 

What to do with what comes back 

You'll get a pattern read, a flag or two on unspoken pressures, a short plan, and a one-page summary. 
The summary is the artifact that matters most. It's the thing you'll come back to next October when 
you sit down to start planning again, and it's the thing that turns this year's lessons into next year's 
better season. 

Question Your answer 

What pattern did AI surface that I 
hadn't quite named myself? 

 

What unspoken pressure or rule did the 
response point at? 

 

 



 

What's the one shift from the plan that 
I'm most committed to? 

 

Where am I going to save the summary 
so I'll actually find it next October? 

 

Who in my life can I share the plan with 
so they can hold me to it? 

 

A note on doing the review with your spouse 

If you have a spouse or partner, do the review together. Fill out the worksheet separately first — twenty 
minutes each, on your own — and then come together to compare notes. The conversation that 
happens in the comparison is often more valuable than the review itself, because you'll find out where 
you experienced the same season differently and where your priorities for next year might quietly 
conflict. 

That conversation is one of the most important ones a couple can have annually, because the holidays 
are concentrated enough that whatever's true about your partnership shows up clearly in them. The 
review gives you a structured way to talk about what you saw without it becoming an argument about 
who did more or who was more depleted. 

 

 

Closing thought 

 



 
The point of the review isn't to grade the season. It's to make sure that the next time around, you have 
the benefit of what this time around taught you. Most families lose those lessons because they never 
write them down. The forty-five minutes you spend on the worksheet save you weeks of the same 
mistakes next year, and the version of your family that shows up next December is just a little wiser 
than the one that showed up this year. 

That's the whole purpose. Not perfection but  giving meaningful and helpful gifts, in the right 
direction, year after year. 
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