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Survive your family at Christmas 

Although Christmas is portrayed as a time 
for peace, most relationship therapists agree 
it can be stressful. High expectations based 
on media images of cosy families have much 
to answer for. 

Being par t of a family doesn ' t actually gua ran tee happiness, and 

i t may well be the ve ry thing that chal lenges us to engage with 

the peacemaker in us. So to avoid family fatigue this Chr is tmas , 

be realistic about your expecta t ions .Trus t m e , last year 's Chr i s t ­

mas is a good indicator for events this year It is unlikely that b e ­

t w e e n this Chr is tmas and the last y o u r big b ro the r will no longer 

need to claim your parents ' praise and at tent ion, or that your sis­

te r will no longer need to t h r o w tan t rums to be seen, despi te b e ­

ing a successful lawyer in he r daily life. 

T h e truth is, we all regress back to o u r ch i l dhood roles. Af ter 

years o f intensive therapy we may manage to spo t the d e m o n s 

and try to fight back, but the rest of the family unit will unite to 

defend the status q u o ach ieved by e v e r y o n e 'knowing thei r 

place'. So al low this Chr i s tmas to be a t ime w h e n you actively 

bring forth qualities of to le rance and unity in yourself . No family 

is perfect, but we' re lucky to have t hem mos t of the t ime.Take a 

deep breath, take a long walk, and r e m e m b e r that you are actu­

ally g rown up and don ' t n e e d to ask daddy for permiss ion to 

breathe. Ultimately, you are the only o n e that can accep t your ­

self, the rest is just a bonus! 

For those o f us w h o live away f rom the count r ies o f o u r b i r th. 

Chr is tmas 'back h o m e ' can b e c o m e laden wi th an a lmost chi ld­

like nostalgia. As expatr ia tes we somet imes suffer f r om select ive 

national amnesia. Maybe we are longing to be back in the c o m ­

fort of knowing we ' re h o m e , no m o r e s t rangers in a strange land. 

H o w e v e r i t doesn' t always w o r k ou t like that, and somet imes , es ­

pecially as a n e w b y expatr ia te, you may f ind yourse l f feeling out 

o f p lace at h o m e , as wel l as a b r o a d . T h e r e may be unme t needs 

that you ' ve s to red up dur ing the mon ths away f rom h o m e that 

are secret ly hop ing to be met b e t w e e n Ch r i s tmas Eve and Box­

ing day. 

T h e n there 's the logistics. A r e we flying h o m e to be wi th the 

family we left beh ind , o r do we invite t h e m to c o m e o v e r and 

share in o u r n e w tradit ions? My g r a n d m o t h e r used to say that 

guests are like fish; after th ree days they begin to go off. So h o w 

do we m e a s u r e o u r persona l n e e d for pr ivacy and a bit o f relax­

ation, against o u r genu ine longing to r e c o n n e c t wi th t hose we 

love and cher ish back home? 

I will neve r forget the year that we invited my Swed ish in-laws 

to stay wi th us in L o n d o n . T h e y quickly b o o k e d thei r flights and 

a n n o u n c e d they w o u l d be arr iv ing t w o days be fo re Chr is tmas , 

and leaving the n e x t year! It's impor tan t the re fo re to ensu re that 

invitations are fr iendly but c lear " C o m e o v e r for a day or t w o " 

gives a c lear indicat ion of wha t you ' re p r e p a r e d to put up with. I f 

that feels too direct, remind p rospec t i ve guests wel l in advance 

that you will be go ing off to the Swed ish A l p s shor t ly after Chr is t ­

mas, and that it's a very, ve ry small cot tage. 

In shor t , i t c o m e s d o w n to t w o main ingredients; clarity and 

expecta t ions , and the t w o go hand in hand. A f te r all, realistic ex ­

pectat ions of o u r nearest and dearest , a re actually based on a 

m o r e genu ine and respectful love than the naive choco la te b o x 

variety. G o d Jul! 
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