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Is Christmas too 
much pressure?

While Christmas is meant to be a time of 
celebration, the season can also bring strain. 

Research shows one in seven Brits feel 
more under pressure than ever to have  

a ‘perfect’ Christmas, with buying the right presents, 
making sure family have a good time, preparing the 
Christmas meal and decorating the tree topping the list 
of things people feel concerned about doing ‘perfectly’. 

“There’s a lot of pressure from advertising, TV and 
films,” explains Anuradha Sayal-Bennett, a chartered 
psychologist and member of the British Psychological 
Society. “However, for most people there’s a huge gap 
between these expectations and reality, and trying to 
live up to them can make us stressed and unhappy. 
Most of us have enough on our plates already without 
having to magically produce the best day of the year.”

Financial pressures are also a huge issue, with two 
thirds of us worried about the costs of buying presents 
and 72 per cent of parents confessing to buying their 
children a gift that they couldn’t really afford.

 “Most people like to conform and we fear that 
if we don’t, we will let other people down, or 
they might judge us,” Sayal-Bennett explains. 

Many of us worry about disappointing 
others at Christmas. Are you crushed by 
huge expectations, or revelling in excess? 

THE GREAT
DEBATE

Do you dread Christmas? Our 
readers share their thoughts… 
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Growing up, Christmas felt 
like a relaxed, simple time.  
It would begin in late 

November, when I’d start getting 
giddy as the Christmas adverts 
began to appear. I would get a few 
presents on the day, which I didn’t 

play with until my family left as  
I was so excited about seeing my 
uncles, aunties and cousins.

Now the day seems to have 
become all about the trappings 
and how much you can spend, 
with the build-up going on 
forever. The Christmas adverts 
– which start in about August –  
now fill me with a sense of dread.

We’re bombarded with so much 
advertising, they’re constantly 
seeing the new ‘must-have’ items. 
The children compare what they 
got and did with their friends, 
which puts parents under stress. 

Even as an adult, I feel there’s  
a lot of pressure to keep up with 
others. I grew up in America, 
where almost every house was 

decorated for Christmas – in some 
areas, it was mandatory – and  
I’m seeing that more over here. It 
often feels like the day is all about 
impressing other people, rather 
than enjoying our own lives. 

For us, Christmas preparations 
begin almost as soon as the last 
one has finished. We have a fund 
we put money into each week, and 
a spreadsheet we update of who 
we need to buy for – which 
includes family, friends, friends’ 
children, and even the neighbours. 

We make sure we see all our 
family and friends, and I cook 
Christmas dinner for ten. By the 
end of it, I’m exhausted and glad 
it’s over! I can’t help thinking that’s 
not the way Christmas should be. 

“YES”

Kat Lucas, 42, from 
Wigan, is married and 
has a daughter, 8, and  

a stepdaughter, 16.

When my children 
were younger,  
I did buy lots of 

gifts and cook a big meal 
and decorate the house 
extravagantly, and I’m glad  
I made that effort, as they 
loved it. But once they got 
older I decided that wasn’t 
what I wanted anymore.  
I couldn’t afford it, I didn’t 
have the energy, and the 
whole thing just felt like  
a pantomime, with people 
trying to live up to expectations. 

Then, a few years after that, I started 
turning down invitations to Christmas 
events and decided to stop giving presents 
for Christmas, aside from a small gift for my 

grandchildren, which I give 
them close to New Year. 

I now spend the day in  
a simple way, doing the 
things I enjoy. I’ll buy some 
nice bacon and the best 
ground coffee I can find and 
have a bacon buttie, then 
go out for a walk down  
by the river. I’ll then pop 
into the pub for a drink, 
before going home to relax.

It took my family a while 
to adjust to this change, as  

I think the mother is generally the nucleus 
of the Christmas plans. However, now they 
know I’ll do my own thing and catch up 
with them a few days later. I feel like I’ve 
finally found the joy of Christmas again!

“MAYBE”

Vanda James, 56, lives 
in Norfolk. She has 
three children and 

seven grandchildren. 
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Christmas is my favourite time 
of year and I start planning 
for it in September – which  

is when I start setting money 
aside and picking up things in the 
shops – and I enjoy the whole 
build-up to the day. It is a magical 
time for children, particularly 
when they believe in Santa.

I think any parent with young 
children feels some pressure 
around Christmas time as you 
want them to have the gifts they 
long for and not let them down, 
but I don’t think the pressure is  
too much and it definitely doesn’t 
spoil the festive season for me. 

I enjoy seeing all the advertising 
and the Christmas products in the 
shops as it gets me in the spirit. 
I can remember seeing the 
Coca-Cola advert on TV when I was 
younger and getting really excited, 
and even now it’s one of the things 
that marks the beginning of the 
Christmas season for me. The 
build-up is what makes Christmas 

The facts

Research figures revealed 
that Christmas spending 
in the UK increased by  
2.2 per cent last year, with  
a total of £74.261 billion 
spent in the six weeks 
leading up to Christmas.

A survey by Equifax showed 
30 per cent of consumers 
confessed to having a ‘spend 
now, pay later’ attitude  
to Christmas shopping. 

A survey commissioned 
by the Mothers’ Union 
revealed that 84 per cent 
of parents have bought 
their children extra  
last-minute Christmas 
presents because the pile 
didn’t look big enough.

Research has revealed  
81 per cent of us still look 
forward to Christmas Day. 

Our stress levels are  
said to hit their peak at 
2.33pm on 23 December, 
due to last-minute 
shopping and food prep.

Jodi Hill, 35, lives in the 
West Midlands with her 

eight-year-old son

stand out and I wouldn’t have it 
any other way. I find advertising 
quite helpful as I often struggle for 
ideas on what to buy people, so  
I can note people’s reactions to 
adverts and surprise them with  
gifts I wouldn’t have thought of.

While I do try and set a budget 
for Christmas, I don’t resent buying 
presents and I don’t do it because  
I feel under pressure – I buy gifts 
because I enjoy showing family 
and friends how much I care and 
seeing their reactions to the things 
I’ve chosen. It’s like saving for  
a holiday – it’s an expense but one 
that brings me pleasure and that 
I’m happy to budget for if I can.

 I don’t worry if I can’t splash out 
too much on Christmas every year 
and don’t feel under pressure to 
spend more than I can afford. A lot 
of my friends get stressed about 
buying gifts and have even taken 
out loans, but I can’t see the point.

Last year I lost my job eight 
weeks before Christmas, so I had 
to make cutbacks on food and 
some of the trimmings, but it 
didn’t ruin the day – my family 
and I still had a great time and  
my son didn’t even notice!

I’m lucky that he’s grateful  
and is always happy with what he 
receives, which takes away a lot of 
the pressure. For us, Christmas  
is about spending time together, 
baking cookies, getting the house 
ready and having a nice time – the 
presents are just an added extra.

Log on to  
candis.co.uk/debate 

to find out how to 
take part in a future 
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