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It is safe to say the past year has been financially challenging for 
a lot of American families. Since the beginning of the recession, 
the number of unemployed people has increased by 7.4 million, 
according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. And, even as 
the economy shows signs of recovery, families are cognizant of 
recent history.
	 Many parents, having experienced the effects of the recession 
themselves or seen friends and family suffer economically, are 
shifting their shopping habits and planning for a less lavish 
holiday season. 
	 Craig Blischok, consulting and innovation president of 
Information Resources, Inc., a group that provides consumer 
and marketing research to retailers, wrote about consumers in a 
recent press release:
	 “[J]ust in time for the beginning of the holidays, they are taking 
very thoughtful and strategic approaches to their purchasing 
and are sifting hard through such questions as ‘What do I really 
need?’, ‘What does my family need?’, and ‘What can we still 
live without?’”
	 But, for parents of children who are used to getting scores of 
gifts in December, finding the spirit without the stuff can be a 
challenge.
	 “Once children are conditioned to be happy with material 
things, it’s very difficult to turn it around,” says developmental 
psychologist Pat Blackwell, Ph.D.  “Parents send mixed 
messages,” she explains. “They encourage their children’s 
interest in stuff and then are depressed when they go overboard. 
It’s a slippery slope.”

media’s reach
In addition to the messages they get from parents, children are 

influenced by friends and aggressive marketing on the internet 
and during popular children’s television programs. 
Victor Strasburger, M.D., author of “Children, Adolescents and 
the Media,” reported in 2001 that a child in the U.S. might view 
as many as 40,000 television commercials each year. Statistics 
compiled by the National Institute on Media + the Family 
indicate that children as young as three years old recognize brand 
logos and, at two, begin to show brand loyalty.
	 So, it’s not surprising that kids seem to be conditioned to want 
the hottest electronic gadgets and games, popular toys and child-
celebrity-endorsed products as the holiday season approaches. 
But, Blackwell says, parents have the power to re-condition their 
kids.

small expectations
“Talking to children about what’s going on in the country and 
general information about how the parents are economizing and 
having a budget,” is helpful, Blackwell says. “Parents can really 
put a limit on what kids can expect by saying ‘you will get x 
number of gifts’ and sticking to it.” 
“If parents take a stand not to get caught up in the material 
aspects of the holiday, the kids will follow suit. It’s up to parent 
to be clear about what their values are.”
	 Diane Sussman, the mother of Julia, five, and Henry, two, says 
she and her husband David haven’t talked about their budget yet, 
but she suspects it will be smaller than last year. Thus far, Diane 
says, they have done a “pretty good job as a family to keep the 
four of us in check.” 

learning to give
The Sussmans already limit the amount of gifts they give their 
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children, and they incorporate a tradition of charity into the 
holiday. They started an angel tree years ago when they began 
dating, and the custom continues today.
	 “We try and pick a girl who is Julia’s age and we shop for her,” 
Diane says. “In the past two years she has been amazed at what 
the kids ask for, like socks.” Diane says Julia asks ‘“Socks? The 
little girl like me does not have socks?’ It has made Christmas 
that much more special for everyone.”
	 Laurie and James Shields emphasize similar values to their 
son Elliot. 
	 “We stress the joy of giving and not just receiving,” Laurie 
says. “I like to have him help pick out gifts for others. We also 
have participated in programs at church where you donate 
presents. We have explained it to him as well as a three year old 
can understand.” 
	 In “Will Your Hanukkah Survive the Christmas Frenzy?” 
psychiatrist Susan Linn describes ways parents can reinforce 
the meaning and significance of the Jewish holiday to children, 
amidst a saturation of Christmas marketing. Linn, who founded 
and directs Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood, 
says many families forgo Hanukkah gift-giving in favor 
of meaningful family celebrations. She suggests engaging 
kids in planning those celebrations.

memories, not merchandise
Blackwell also suggests involving children of all ages in activities 
and charitable projects. 
“Every year parents can do a public service project with their 

child and some of the child’s friends,” Blackwell says.
	 “Most toddlers are interested in activity, not objects,” 
Blackwell says. “Blowing bubbles, a cooking project, an 
art project, going out and exploring…really focus on family 
activities, and kids are okay with that.”
	 Parents need to ask “how are they going to make the holiday 
special? What are their holiday traditions?” Blackwell says. 
	 Indulgent relatives can either test or reinforce parents’ resolve 
to scale back at holiday time. 
	 “It seems over the top when you take into consideration of all 
the gifts under the tree from extended family,” Diane says.” We 
stress to grandma not to go overboard,” Laurie says. ”But what 
can you do?”
	 Blackwell suggests parents explain their holiday goals to 
grandparents, aunts and uncles and proposes relatives give 
children booklets of coupons that they can redeem throughout 
the year for special activities, like a day at the park or a favorite 
meal in lieu of heaps of presents. 
	 “We’re really going to find pleasure in ways other than getting 
stuff’,” Blackwell advises telling children and family members, 
“and stick with it until it works.”
	 “A parent has to model what they ask their child to do,” 
Blackwell says. “With anything that parents teach their children, 
it’s important for parents to be consistent and firm.” 

Catherine Koppel, a former managing editor at ABC Channel 
26, is the associate director of public affairs at Loyola University 
and a frequent contributor to nola baby & family magazine.


