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Whichever holiday you’re celebrating, it’s likely that you’ll feel tempted to spend 
money to do it. But if you’re living paycheck to paycheck, or just don’t have the 
cash on hand to throw the party or buy the gifts you want, we’d encourage you to 
think of ways beyond spending to make this season matter for you and your loved 
ones.

So before we get into the dos and don’ts (spoilers: they’re mostly don’ts) of holiday 
borrowing, we reached out to financial and lifestyle expert AdaPia d’Errico for her 
take on holiday financial responsibility.
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Do Better 
Than 
borrowing?

The Gift of Presence

Christmas is my family’s favorite holiday. It always has been. Since I can remember, 
my parents, my sisters and I would prepare for the big day as early as possible. 
Trimming the tree, decorating the house, baking cookies and getting into those 
little chocolate countdown calendar windows. We loved wrapping presents and 
setting gifts for each other under the tree.

There’s one Christmas in particular that I'll always remember. When I was 14, right 
before the school year started, our family moved across the country and my 
parents didn’t have steady income. At first, nothing about this Christmas seemed 
different than the other years. We set up the tree in our new living room in early 
December and me and my sisters were our usual, excited, chocolate-eating selves 
all month.
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On Christmas morning, we ran out to the living room to see what gifts my parents 
laid out the night before, still tagging them ‘From: Santa’. What we saw wasn’t what 
we expected. There weren’t that many gifts from Santa. The tree, the room … felt 
almost empty. We were visibly disappointed. I remember feeling miffed and even 
angry.

While my sisters sorted the gifts, I glanced back toward the hallway. I saw my Mom 
crying into my Father’s arms. This is not how they wanted our first Christmas in our 
new home to be. They didn’t want us to feel like we couldn’t have what we wanted. 
That they couldn’t give us what they had been able to give us before. That they 
had disappointed us, on such a special and meaningful day. My heart sank.

My Dad said something to my Mom. She nodded. She wiped her tears, turned 
toward the living room, and with a big, heartfelt smile and a red nose, came onto 
the scene to wish us Merry Christmas. Then, she did what she always does: 
cracked open some mandarins to snack on while we started our Christmas day 
together, chatting excitedly and sharing hugs and kisses for our gifts. There weren’t 
many, but it didn’t matter.

We carried on with our traditions, with the things we loved most about this holiday: 
preparing a big Christmas lunch together (we’re an Italian family!), watching movies 
in the afternoon, playing games, munching on sweets, heading outside to play in 
the snow with the dogs, then getting right back to preparing our Christmas dinner, 
watching more movies and eating panettone. This is our Christmas. Every year. And 
we love it the same, no matter what’s under the tree.

Our holidays, and the meaning of the holidays, run deeper than the gifts we 
unwrap.

That year, my parents made a difficult choice. A choice that had uncomfortable 
emotional consequences. But after that moment of disappointment and sadness 
passed, we still had our family and the traditions that kept us looking forward to 
this time of year, every year.  My parents also showed us that they weren’t going to 
let presents ruin family tradition and a special when we truly all hang out 
together—being there with each other, being present, and being a family.

This year, what can you do to give the gift of presence? Your presence. To really be 
present with family and loved ones. To enjoy the moments and the nuances. To 
know you’re making memories. To feel the energy, the warmth, and the love. To 
remember why you celebrate.

What if the physical gift became less important? What if the meaning of Christmas 
is more about being with family and loved ones, enjoying traditions, having fun, and 
creating experiences?  What would you do if you decided that this Christmas is 
going to be about less presents and more presence?
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Kelly	Phillips	Erb	(@taxgirl)	is	a	Senior	Editor	at	Forbes	Media,	LLC	where	
she	writes	about	tax	and	tax	policy,	including	tax-related	security	&	
technology	issues.	She	was	previously	a	managing	shareholder	at	The	
Erb	Law	Firm,	P.C.,	where	she	focused	on	tax	law	for	businesses	and	
families.

Bruce	McClary	(@BruceMcclary)	provides	marketing	and	media	
relations	support	for	the	National	Foundation	for	Credit	Counseling	
(NFCC),	Inc.	based	in	Washington,	D.C.	McClary	is	considered	a	subject	
matter	expert,	and	interfaces	with	the	national	media,	serving	as	a	
primary	representative	for	the	organization.	McClary	began	his	career	in	
the	credit	counseling	sector	in	1998.	During	his	16	years	in	the	industry,	
McClary	has	provided	one-on-one	financial	counseling	to	thousands	of	
consumers,	trained	counselors	and	financial	educators,	and	reached	tens	
of	thousands	more	through	print	and	broadcast	media.	He	has	been	a	
featured	financial	expert	for	the	nation’s	top	media	sources,	including:	
MSNBC,	NBC	News,	The	New	York	Times,	the	Wall	Street	Journal,	the	Los	
Angeles	Times,	CNN,	MarketWatch,	Fox	Business,	and	hundreds	of	local	
media	outlets.	His	background	in	the	financial	service	sector	includes	
experience	as	a	debt	collector	and	lender,	with	some	work	in	the	
mortgage	industry.

AdaPia	D'Errico (@adapia)	is	a	relentless	entrepreneur	and	strategist	
with	deep	domain	expertise	in	branding,	positioning,	crowdfunding	and	
real	estate	investing.	She	is	a	prominent	female	fin-tech	executive,	
having	served	as	Chief	Marketing	Officer	at	Patch	of	Land	and	Chief	
Operating	Officer	at	AlphaFlow.	She	is	widely	recognized	for	bringing	
national	awareness	to	real	estate	crowdfunding.	She	can	be	reached	at	
AdaPiaDerrico.com.


