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Introduction 

And here we are again. That time of year that is so loaded with tradition, custom, 

anticipation and expectation, and that seems to start earlier and earlier with every year that 

passes. The season is so loaded with meaning that you can almost feel its weight and it's no 

surprise that some of us will find that weight dragging us downwards rather than wrapping 

us in a blanket of warmth, joy, and security. 

And that's in any 'normal' year. This year has been anything but normal and for many people 

has already deposited layer upon layer of uncertainty, anxiety, and stress. This means we go 

into this period mentally and emotionally weary and therefore more susceptible to struggling 

with the added pressure that this time of year typically brings. 

In the following pages we will look at four of the major areas of seasonal stress and consider 

ways in which these can be mitigated. While each area can be looked at in its own right, they 

are also interrelated and difficulties in one area are likely to feed through into others, 

sometimes creating a negatively self-reinforcing loop. The good news is that positive action 

in one area is also likely to bring benefits in one or more of the others. 
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Gift-giving and money pressures 

The traditional times of gift giving (weddings, birthdays, and Christmas) have become major 

events that for many people require months of planning, hours of searching and shopping, 

and a huge amount of pressure to find the perfect gift for family, friends, work colleagues 

and others who 'might' give us something. 

We are regularly bombarded with ideas, suggestions, and advertising for the 'ideal' gift. 

Marketing and advertising is now a highly sophisticated industry, using behavioural science 

to manipulate us into spending more money on more stuff for more people. We see 

countless images of apparently unwaveringly happy people giving and receiving gifts that 

bring extraordinary joy. And when we can't afford something, we discover a myriad of ways 

to access easy credit and add growing debt to the pressure of finding the perfect gift. 

And then of course there is the rule of reciprocity. When we receive a gift, we become 

subject to a psychological need to return the gesture. This can bring a heavy sense of 

responsibility even if we would not have normally considered giving this person a gift. 

Bringing happiness? 

Interestingly, when psychologists studied Christmas experiences, they found that the giving 

and receiving of gifts made little difference. So, we put ourselves under pressure for no clear 

benefit. Gift giving is a symbolic act. One that can show how we see the other person, and 

the importance (or lack of) we give to that relationship. Getting it 'wrong' can highlight 

divisions in families and relationships which can make things considerably less positive for 

many people, and that in itself creates more pressure. 

This year we also have uncertainties around the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on jobs 

and financial security. It is possible that people will feel more pressure than ever to make 

this season bigger, better or in some way 'more special' than previously in response to the 

challenges we have all faced over the last year, whether we can afford it or not. 
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Stress and anxiety 

Everybody feels a bit stressed from time to time. It's quite normal and in many instances, it 

can be useful to us. However, when feelings of stress and anxiety build up, they can become 

overwhelming, causing a great deal of emotional distress. 

Not surprisingly any significant life event can lead to increased levels of stress and anxiety, 

the most well-known ones are moving house, getting married, changing your job or worse 

still, losing your job. 

Often though our stress levels increase gradually over time, building up as we experience 

different situations and then arriving unexpectedly and sometimes with severe impacts 

which can be very difficult to deal with. 

It's what 'might' happen 

This year has been an extraordinary year by any standards. On top of any 'normal' stress we 

may have been dealing with, we have all been impacted to some extent by the Covid-19 

pandemic: so, it is reasonable to expect that as we head into the darker months of the year, 

and the festive season that usually brings its own stresses anyway, that many people will be 

finding things very difficult indeed this year. 

It's important to remember that anxiety is typically future based. That is, it arises in response 

to thoughts and fears about something that might happen at some time in the future but that 

hasn't happened yet. While the feelings and emotions we experience are very real, the 

situation we are thinking about that gives rise to them hasn't yet happened. Human beings 

are very good at projecting negative future scenarios and there is some thinking that this is 

an evolutionary trait that used to be very handy at keeping us alive, but that is often less 

useful in today's world. 
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