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Managing Grief During the 
Holidays 
 
According to the illustrations on holiday greeting cards, this time of year 
is filled with peace, joy, and good tidings. But for many who’ve 
experienced the loss of a loved one, that picture is not entirely accurate. 
Instead of joy, we feel sadness. Instead of peace, we feel anxiety. If you 
or someone you know is coping with loss this season, it’s important to 
remember that healing is a process. With significant loss, grief may always be present. However, 
it does dull with time, as we learn to do life in a new way, without that person.  
 
If you’ve recently (or perhaps not recently) experienced a significant loss, consider the following 
as you navigate the holidays: 
 

Set boundaries. It's okay to not want to be around happy, festive people. Watching 
others carry on with their lives can be especially hard. If needed, feel free to turn down 
invitations. Thank people for their offers, but tell them you’d rather celebrate alone this 
year. 

 
Decorate as much or as little as you want. If putting up the tree makes you feel 
close to your loved one, do it. If stringing lights makes your grief more intense, don’t. 
You have a right to deal with the holidays in the way that seems right to you.  

 
Make a plan. If you do celebrate with others, drive yourself so you can leave when 
you’re ready, or ask a trusted friend or family member to drive you with that plan in 
mind.  

 
Cry. Or laugh at old times. Whatever you do, let yourself feel what you feel, and be okay 
with it. Don’t be afraid of the intense emotions that surface during this time; they’re part 
of the healing process. 

 
Honor your loved one. Carry on his or her favorite holiday tradition, or donate to a 
charity in your loved one’s name. Do something to show yourself—and the world—that 
this person you loved is not forgotten. 

 
Change it up. If doing the same things you did with your loved one makes you sad, it’s 
okay to come up with new traditions. Take a trip, or try a new dish you’ve wanted to try. 
If there’s something you always wanted to do but your loved one wasn’t on board, 
consider doing it now. 

 
Volunteer. One of the quickest ways to get past our own pain is to reach out to others 
who are hurting. Bake a cake for a sick friend, or put in some time at a local food bank. It 
will get your mind off your grief, make you feel better, and bless others in the process. 
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Write a letter to your loved one. Let them know how you feel and how you’re 
managing without them. Just writing it down will help with the grief process. 

 
Consider the young ones. Many holiday traditions are centered around children. 
Think about how they may feel if you don’t participate. Keep yourself in their lives, even 
if just for a few of the celebrations and traditions. 

 
Reach out. Don’t be afraid to ask friends and family for help dealing with your grief. 
Most people want to be there for you, but they don’t know how. Tell them, and it may 
help them with their own grieving process. 

 

How to Support 
If someone you know has lost a loved one, it can be difficult to know what to say or do. Below 
are some things to keep in mind as you show your support:  
 

Offer, but don’t insist. 
Ask the person to join you at holiday gatherings, but be understanding if the person says 
no. Give an open invitation, and don’t be surprised if they change their mind at the last 
minute. They may initially accept and then back out, or they may say no, only to decide 
later they want to participate. 

 
Listen without judgment. 
Everyone grieves differently. Be supportive, but don’t offer advice or platitudes. Don’t 
say, “At least he’s not in pain anymore,” or any variation of that statement. When a 
person is grieving, they just want their person back. Let them feel their grief. 

 
Send a special card 
For your grieving friend, you might forego the traditional smiling family photo card, and 
send a more subdued and sensitive message instead.   

 
Commit. 
After the funeral is over and the casserole dishes are returned, many friends disappear. 
But the months after a death can be long and lonely. Check on your friend often, over a 
long period of time.  

 
Donate in honor of the lost person, and let your friend know you’ve done so.  
If needed, you can always reach out to a therapist or PAS for help. Remember that grief 
doesn’t just happen the first holiday season after a person is gone.  

 
Sometimes, holidays are a little sad for many years to come. However, the load does lighten with 
time. Though you will always long for that person in your holiday celebrations, you will 
eventually learn to laugh, love, and enjoy life without them.  
 
Hang in there. It really does get better.  
 


