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YOUR FREE PSYCHOLOGY REVIEW UPDATE

The psychology of 

Matt Jarvis discusses some psychological 
perspectives on Christmas

For several weeks now the shops have been full of 
Christmas decorations and television advertisers 
have been competing for who can tug hardest at 

our heartstrings and wallets. Even eBay is suddenly no 
longer cheap. The run-up to Christmas has begun in 
earnest.

Actually I should begin this article with an equality 
statement. Celebrating a significant midwinter holiday 
is not unique to Christianity. A range of religions 
celebrate around the midwinter. Chanuka (the Jewish 
festival of lights) and Yule (the Odinist celebration of 
the hunt) take place at this time. The midwinter itself 

(the winter solstice) is celebrated in a number of Pagan 
religious traditions. Indeed many people with an 
entirely secular lifestyle engage just as enthusiastically 
in midwinter festivals as followers of any religion. So 
why do midwinter festivals have so much psychological 
significance, and what goes on in the mind at this time? 
You might like to start by reading this article about 
Christmas holiday regression from the Guardian: http://
tinyurl.com/khxatvr

Regression
Freud (1896) identified regression as one of a number 
of mechanisms used to defend the mind from negative 
emotions, which might be the product of external 
stress or internal conflict between parts of the mind. 
Regression involves returning to an earlier stage of 
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Activities
• Consider the three theoretical perspectives on 

Christmas outlined in this e-review. Psychology 
is unusual among the sciences in maintaining 
a range of different perspectives. Think 
about which grabs you in particular. Could 
you become, for example, an evolutionary 
psychologist?

• Read the above study by Saad and Gill, a survey 
of present-giving behaviour. Design your own 
survey of present-giving behaviour.

development, for example the oral stage in which 
we focus on food and drink and rely completely on 
care from family members. Yep, sounds a lot like my 
Christmas! 

From a Freudian perspective, then, it is no coincidence 
that midwinter festivals tend to involve returning to the 
parental home to be spoiled and to overeat. Writing 
in the Guardian article above, Oliver Burkeman is a bit 
sniffy about the role of regression at this time of year, but 
provided we were part of a functional family it’s probably 
pretty harmless. Spare a thought though for people who 
had unhappy childhoods — Christmas can be a difficult 
time for them. You can read an introduction (including 
a podcast) to Freud’s psychological defences here:  
http://tinyurl.com/ng27nvw

Classical conditioning
If you like your psychology to involve a bit more hard 
science, you might prefer a classical conditioning 
account of Christmas. Classical conditioning takes 
place when we associate a neutral stimulus — one that 
does not provoke a response — with an unconditioned 
stimulus, which does produce a response. Once this 
association has been made, what was the neutral 
stimulus becomes a conditioned stimulus and leads 
to the same response. At Christmas, assuming our 
childhood Christmases were happy, we probably 
experienced a number of unconditioned stimuli — nice 
food, presents, time with extended family — which 
produced responses of excitement, happiness and 
relaxation. Neutral stimuli like decorations, lights and 
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in particular a certain soft drink advert have become 
associated with those things so that they trigger the 
same positive emotional responses. This is the simplest 
explanation for why we get so excited in the run-up 
to winter festivals. You can read an introduction to 
classical conditioning here: http://tinyurl.com/cqxvw6

Evolutionary perspectives
Evolutionary psychology looks at how human 
behaviour could have been adaptive back in our 
evolutionary history. Christmas involves a number of 
aspects that may have been adaptive to our ancestors 
— in particular those in cold climates where resources 
tend to be scarcest in winter. Feasting involves 
cooperative food gathering and preparation, ensuring 
efficient sharing of scarce edibles. Present-giving may 
have served to strengthen group bonds. Gathering 
around a fire might have provided two effective 
strategies — extended light and social support — 
against the effects of the winter blues. You might like to 
read about the evolutionary psychology of gift-giving:  
www.cba.uh.edu/mark/papers/saad_gill.pdf
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