Deck the halls with outsourced holly

 Running out of time for your Christmas chores? More people are paying others to do them, but some say humbug to that. 
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Leanne Embretson likes a pretty house for Christmas, just as her mother always did, but it wasn't easy to create the holiday scene that winds throughout her Eagan home. The vine-draped tree inside her front door and the living-room railing wrapped in garland and lights took hours and hours to do. So did the the porcelain villages, set out on snow hills crafted from plastic foam. 

Now that it's finished, she said, it was worth the $65 an hour that she paid a florist to do the tree and railing, and it was worth the $45 an hour for a stylist from Department 56 to come to her house and build the little villages. 

It was worth it, she said, because the house looks good and she got to spend time volunteering at church and time with her 5-year- old baking gingerbread men. 

Last Christmas she did all the decorating herself, and she was so rushed, "I didn't bake one cookie," she said. 

Embretson is one of a growing number of people who are hiring out the many jobs of Christmas, whether it's because they're too busy or too stressed - or simply because they have the money. 

You can now put on a full and elaborate Christmas without lifting a finger. Christmas contractors will buy and wrap your gifts, hang the outdoor lights, decorate your house, send out your cards, trim your tree and even commandeer your kitchen to prepare your holiday meal. 

Shutterfly, a Web-based photo service (http://www.shutterfly.com), will send out cards with pictures of your family for less than $2 a card, including stamps and personalized messages. 

. 

Mixed reviews 

Not surprisingly, views differ on whether all of this is a good thing. 

Akshay Rao, a professor of marketing at the University of Minnesota, said this trend is simply a result of people having more money than time. He says it's not much different from hiring someone to mow your lawn, clean your house or shovel your snow. "Subcontracting" holiday chores could be good for families, who tend to wear themselves out this time of year, he said. "Everybody's so tired by the time Christmas rolls around that people are not speaking to each other," he said. 

But William Doherty, a family-life professor at the university, sees an appalling commercialization of holiday rituals. 

"I think there is a real slippery slope here," said Doherty, who has written books about the dangers he sees in finding others to do the chores that families used to do. 

"It's about outsourcing the work of family life," he said. "If I really believed people were hiring out the work of Christmas traditions so they could spend more deep, soulful time communicating with their kids and family, I wouldn't be that worried. 

"I think this is about making sure you can work until 8 o'clock on Christmas Eve and still pull off a rich holiday ritual." 

Sylvia Lee of Vadnais Heights has worked until 8 many nights in her job processing insurance claims at Hennepin County Medical Center in downtown Minneapolis. The long hours, she said, are why she's hired a personal shopper for several years to choose and buy her Christmas presents. 

"I'm very busy, have more than a full-time job," Lee said. "Would I like to have the time to do it more myself and not have to pay somebody to help me out? Well, sure. But sometimes it's just worth it for the sanity." 

One attempt to shop last month left her circling a mall parking lot for 45 minutes, trolling for an empty space. 

It's much more efficient, she says, to hire someone else to do it. For several years she's used a company called I Kan Do It, run by Irene Kato of Falcon Heights. Lee's husband, Scott, never knew until recently that the billfold he got a few years ago was actually selected by Kato. 

Will she use Kato again this year? 

"I haven't had time to think about it," she said. 
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Dinner at home 

Doherty finds the whole outsourcing sad and something of a throwback. 

"For you to say to a personal shopper that my wife likes emeralds, now go get her something, is the old stereotype of a boss who is too busy and sends his secretary out to buy his wife a birthday present." 

Nonsense, said Rao. 

"How many of us use a housecleaner every week?" he said. "How many of us get somebody to mow our lawn or shovel snow? Or have a handyman to put up a shelf - because the opportunity cost of your time is so much higher than the $20 to $30 an hour you pay the handyman?" 

Or the $40 an hour (with a 12-hour minimum) charged by Beth Fisher to let you relax while she prepares your holiday meal, serves it and cleans up the dishes? She's cooking and serving Christmas Eve dinner at a home in Medina this year - steak, lobster and cocoa creme caramel. 

Fisher and Caroline Glawe worked for restaurants for many years, most recently at Lucia's in the Uptown area of Minneapolis. They now operate Two, a company that offers personal-chef services, in-home cooking classes and restaurant consulting. 
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Easier parties 

On Wednesday, guests arrived at the west Bloomington home of Joel and Mary Ann Elftmann to the aromas of spice-dusted sturgeon and duck breast with garlic kale. The Elftmanns have been putting on a meal for their neighbors as a holiday gift for many years. Mary Ann Elftmann used to do all the cooking, but this year she decided a personal chef was the way to go. She hired Two. 

"I'm a pretty good cook, but she brings expertise and creativity I don't have," Elftmann said. 

"It means I can really relax and enjoy the party. It used to be a lot of work and took time at the time of the year when there isn't much time." 

Landscaping companies are finding that there's money to be made hanging Christmas lights for people such as Bill Ford, who's better at single-premium annuities than he is at outdoor electric artistry. 

Ford, a single father of three, wanted holiday lights on his Minnetonka home but said there was no way he was climbing on his high, steep-pitched roof. Enter Christmas Decor, an Eden Prairie company, which is part of a landscaping company called Lawn Ranger. It was just what this busy financial consultant needed. 

"I have a large home with high-pitched roofs," Ford said. "No way I was getting up there. I had done Christmas lights on spruce trees for a number of years. It was never done the way I wanted it done." 

Jim Van Slyke, a landscape designer at Lawn Ranger, said his company decorates between 100 and 150 homes a year. He said it's a good way to keep employees working through the winter. The company puts up the decorations and takes them down after the holidays. 

Jobs cost from $400 to $6,000 "and everything in between." 

Still, Ford said he doesn't believe in farming out all his Christmas preparations. "I'll do my own Christmas shopping," he said. 

Lee, on the other hand, would rather hire someone to do the shopping so she and her husband can work together on the holiday lights. 

But she was fascinated to learn that through Web sites, including Hallmark.com and Shutterfly, you can order holiday cards, have them personalized, addressed, stamped and mailed, all with a mouse click or two. 

Doherty, who wrote a book called "The Intentional Family," said rituals such as gift-giving, meal-preparation and tree-decorating are important to the celebration of Christmas and lose their meaning if others are paid to perform them. 

Rao, the marketing professor, said relaxing ends to the holiday rush justify the means for those who have the means to pay for holiday rituals. 

"Everybody shows up on Christmas Day and somebody has magically created the tree with presents at the foot of it and a meal, and somebody's written a check for it," Rao said. "As a result, what terrible thing has happened? I don't know." 

- Larry Werner is at lwerner@startribune.com. 

