Ask the Child Development Team…

HOLIDAY CHEER OR HOLIDAY BLUES

As you approach the holidays, it is useful to think about the psychological issues that they bring up for you and your children.   By thinking through these issues, you will be better prepared to maximize the “cheer,” and to lessen the stress, conflict, and blues that can occur at these times.

The holidays bring excitement and anticipation for children.   We normally think of excitement as something positive, and that is true in many ways.  But when excitement reaches a certain level, it becomes an uncomfortable agitation.  When this occurs, children become “wound up.”  It is not comfortable for them or for the people around them.   Different children can tolerate differing amounts of excitement without becoming too wound up.   It’s as if each child (and adult) has an internal container for excitement.  Some children’s containers are larger than those of other children.   When the excitement “spills over,” the child feels and looks “out of control.”   Although children might smile and laugh when they are in this state, it is actually uncomfortable for them.  It can be similar to the feeling of drinking too much caffeine or trying to function on too little sleep.

The holidays are exciting, but you might want to moderate the excitement or overstimulation for the sake of you and your child.   Events or presents that are somewhat exciting can be better than those that are very exciting.   Spreading the excitement out over the holiday season, rather than packing it into one or two days, can help to make the situation more manageable.   Too much—too many presents, too many big events, too many decorations—can end up leading to less fun and more tears and aggravation than smaller quantities.

The holidays also involve a big change in routine.   Children aren’t in school, and the days tend to be less predictable.   Parents sometimes let up on the rules and expectations over the holidays.   A certain amount of this is just part of the holiday fun.   But it is helpful to maintain some of the same routines and many of the same rules.   If you change too much, your child could become anxious about the lack of predictability and routine.   And, when it is time to go back to the usual structure, the transition can be very unhappy for him and for you if the break has been too lax or too stimulating.

If this has been a sad year for you and your child, the holidays can be especially rough.  If you’ve experienced the death of a loved one, a serious illness, a divorce, a job loss, or something else upsetting, it can be hard to approach this “happy” time.   You may feel pressure to be especially cheery at this time for your child’s sake.  But if you try too hard or “fake it,” your efforts could backfire.   Your child will pick up on your strain, and this will affect his experience.   And if he is feeling sad about the troubles in the family, too many attempts at cheerfulness will feel out of sync with his emotions.   It is important to gauge the situation, so that you only try to do what you can handle.  A little bit of honest enjoyment is better than a big show of cheer that doesn’t fit the occasion.  And it is probably helpful to acknowledge the sadness or other difficulty, so that your child knows that it can be acknowledged.  So, you might say something like, “It sure is sad to have Christmas without Grandma this year.  It’s just not the same.”  
Christmas presents.   How many?  How expensive? Children love presents and surprises.   Parents love to see their children smile as they unwrap a cherished gift.  But while Santa’s workshop doesn’t have a budget, families do.   How do you find a balance between your child’s wishes and the realities of your resources?   It can be helpful to remember that young children lose interest in new toys quickly (sometimes long before the credit card bill is paid), and that their disappointment about not getting a requested gift passes quickly.  In the long run, your child will be more disappointed in the holidays if you are stressed out by the financial drain than he will be by not receiving everything on his list.   Talking with your child about any disappointments can do a great deal to lessen his hurt and anger, and to help him begin to learn to cope with situations that are not ideal.  But these are tough calls to make, and it’s all too easy to go overboard.  

The holidays can be a magical time.  There is the magic of Santa Claus and the magic of unwrapping surprises.   But the real magic is in calm, warm times together.   The Child Development Team wishes you and your family all the best for a happy, healthy, moderate holiday season without “spillovers” or blues.  

