The stress and anxiety associated with Chinese New Year is causing people to have a fear of returning home
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As Chinese New Year approaches, a number of young people suffer from a "returning phobia" due to their marital status or economic conditions. 


When Helen Sun looked at her calendar and realized that the Chinese New Year was just a few short days away, mixed feelings arose in her heart. She had excitement for the upcoming holiday vacation, yet a strong sense of panic and fear to return home. To her, returning home means more than just a happy reunion; it also means long and exhausting journeys, crowds, traffic, endless visits to different relatives, and most of all, being pushed to find a partner and get married. In the weeks before Chinese New Year, this fear of returning home has created the trending phrase "returning phobia." This phobia is related to the fear or anxiety many Chinese people like Sun face when they return to their hometown and reunite with their family during the festival holiday. 

According to a recent survey by Chinese Business View, the situation is increasingly common among young people in their 20s and 30s, and the reason is quite comprehensive.

Singles' burden  
"What shall I do? Should I rent a boyfriend to bring home?" Sun, 29, asks her friend on WeChat. 
Both of the girls are single, and returning home without a partner is an embarrassment for them during Chinese New Year. Sun came to Beijing for work five years ago after graduating from university. She is hardworking and is now a senior architect in a State-owned company. However, she has not found her match. Each time she returns home, her parents and relatives persuade her to find a date. "They would say, 'Look how old you are already! It will soon be too late if you don't find someone,'" Sun sighed. She thinks marriage is not something that you should rush into, and that it takes time to find the right one, but her relatives disagree. Moreover, most of her friends and classmates from primary and middle school in her hometown, a small city in Liaoning Province, are married and some already have children, which puts further peer pressure on her. Sun observes that most of her single friends encounter similar situations when they return home. 

According to the report by the Chinese Business View, being urged to marry is the top reason singles experience stress and fear during the holiday.  "The most important thing is to fully develop yourself and be true to yourself. If I'm strong enough to live a good life on my own, then what is the rush to find someone else to rely on?" Sun said. She thinks it is normal to have an ideology gap with her family members in her hometown, and the best way to deal with it is to avoid conflicts and try to understand their original intentions.

Exhausting journeys 
It is not only singles that experience the phobia of returning home; married couples have their fear too. Fan Fan (pseudonym), 36, will celebrate the festival with her parents in Hubei Province first and with her husband's parents in Sichuan Province later. To her, the seven-day vacation will be an exhausting adventure. "Chinese New Year is a time for families to get together and I don't want either of our parents to be alone," said Fan. She has been working in Beijing for almost 10 years and has a five-year-old son. Her husband has been working in Shanghai recently, and the festival could be a perfect time for the couple to have a relaxed get-together. However, the tradition of family reunion means that they have to travel to visit their parents. "We are too busy on workdays and don't have much time to spend with our parents, so we want to follow the tradition and practice filial piety," Fan said. Fan and her son will first set off from Beijing and reunite with her husband at the airport in Wuhan, Hubei Province. After staying with her parents for two or three days, the couple will drive all the way to Sichuan to visit her in-laws before going back to the capital. It seems to be the perfect solution, and Fan feels she is setting a good example for her son. However, things come with a price. The practice brings her returning phobia, too. "It's like fighting a war. We have to fight to buy tickets and get through the super crowed airports or train stations with heavy bags while holding our son. Once I start to think of these scenarios, I feel overwhelmed," Fan said. 



Money issues 
Money is another thing to worry about for people who return hometown from big cities. As giving gifts and red envelopes are inevitable during the festival, many young people feel stressed to go back home. 
"When I return home, my parents and relatives would ask about my economic status, and I also need to give red envelopes to my little niece. It makes me feel nervous because I don't really have much money," said Emily Liu, 25, who has worked in Beijing for two years. The high living expenses in the capital leaves her with little savings. With an annual income of 80,000 yuan ($11,702.75), she struggles to make ends meet. "I need to pay for rent, transportation, daily necessities, as well as social activities and my medical bills. At the end of the year, I find myself with almost no savings." Liu said many of her friends in Beijing share similar situations, and when it comes to Spring Festival, the economic pressure grows. However, Liu's situation is much better compared with many. 

Xiao Meng (pseudonym), 26, feels that returning home for Chinese New Year is like "bloodletting therapy."
"I have a very big family with three nephews and two little cousins. I need to buy many gifts and give red envelopes. Last time I returned to Beijing after the festival, I had less than 1,000 yuan left on my saving card," Xiao said

Spring Festival travel rush 
The Spring Festival transportation is another trigger for the returning phobia. 
As one of the biggest annual human migrations, Spring Festival travel saw more than 2.9 billion tickets sold in 2016, and the figure is expected to grow this year. As everyone is hitting the road, it is easy to imagine how crowed the traffic will be. Traveling at this time is like a battle; as soon as the Spring Festival travel tickets are available online, the fight begins. "I have to stay up late and constantly renew the ticket-booking webpage to fight for a seat," said John Li, 29, who works in Beijing and will travel to his hometown in Hunan Province for the festival by train. In addition, the over-crowed train station makes him feel uncomfortable. "There are just too many people out there and it's hard to move around. Also, the food on the train is expensive and terrible!" Li said. 

Yuan Jingjing, 28, who works in Shenyang, Liaoning, agrees. She wanted to make full use of the holiday and take her mom to travel around, but always finds she is trapped in her hometown. "The price for airline tickets are almost doubled, and it's mission impossible to get a sleeping berth on the train. The tickets are sold out in a minute, and I just give up," Yuan said. 

Still worth returning 
Despite fear and panic, home is always the harbor for drifting souls. For people who fight for a better future in big cities, home is where they get warmth and recharge themselves with love and power. "Family reunions are precious and it's a time for us to share our love for each other. I can also see my childhood friends during the festival, and it is the only time in a year that we all come back to our hometown," Yuan said. To solve the returning phobia, she thinks mutual understanding is key. Even if the way parents and relatives show their consideration and care might not be what young people expect, the true love in their hearts should not be ignored. 

Linda Yi, whose 29-year-old son works in Beijing, agrees. She thinks that parents should be more open to their children's life choices and try not to push their beliefs on them so much."I understand that young people shoulder a huge amount of pressure when working in big cities, and I don't want to add any more stress on my child when he returns. The best way is to keep communication honest and simple. Do not intervene too much," she said. Yi also suggests that young people should visit their parents more often, not just on festivals. 

Psychologist He Peirong echoes Yi's opinion during an interview with Chinese Business View. He said the returning phobia is caused by the inevitable conflicts between a modern lifestyle and traditional values and customs. Therefore, more communication and time together is essential for improved understanding and a healthy relationship between the young and their parents. Moreover, He suggests to those who suffer from the phobia to pay more attention to the essence of the festival, instead of elements such as gift giving. 

"In essence, Spring Festival is about family reunion. It has nothing to do with one's marital status or economic condition. Just be honest and kind, and you will be fine."
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