
 

Ideas for Coping with Grief during the Holiday Season  

(Adapted from Alan Wolfelt’s Book: Healing Your Holiday Grief) 

1. Be compassionate to yourself 

 Don’t judge yourself or set your expectations too high. Be kind to yourself.  

 Be compassionate with yourself as you encounter painful thoughts and 

feelings. Self-compassion in grief is essential year-round, but especially during 

the emotionally-fraught holidays.  

 Let your holiday grief be what it is. And let yourself—your new, grieving 

self—be who you are. 

 To ponder: Give yourself a rest break today. Lay your body down for at least 

20 minutes during the afternoon and relax your muscles. Sleep if sleep 

comes. 

2. Savour the moment  

 This holiday season, take what you need from the holidays—moment by 

moment—and discard the rest. 

 To ponder: Right now, turn off your mind and attend to the moment. Pay 

attention to what you are hearing, tasting, smelling, seeing, feeling on your 

skin. Savor the sensation of life. 

3. Survive 

 If the death was very recent, you may be in survival mode this holiday 

season. If that’s true for you, it’s OK 

 To ponder: Allow yourself to be in survival mode this holiday season if that’s 

where you find yourself. Indulge your survival instincts. Do what they tell you 

to do and let the rest slide. 

4. Keep what matters  

 Simplify your holiday rituals instead of abandoning them altogether 

 To ponder: Make a list of all your holiday traditions and circle those that you 

think are most essential. 

5. Find your grief’s fingerprint  

 Accept your unique thoughts and feelings this holiday season. Find ways to 

mourn that work for you. 

 To ponder: What is your grief telling you to do (or not do) this minute? 

Honour its voice 

6. Attend to your spirit  

 If you have faith or spirituality, express it in ways that seem appropriate to 

you. 



 To ponder: Where do you feel most spiritually connected to the person who 

died? Go there today and feel her presence. 

7. Understand the difference between grief and mourning 

 Grief is the constellation of internal thoughts and feelings we have when 

someone loved dies. 

 Mourning is the outward expression of grief. 

 To ponder: How does your grief feel right now? Mourn your grief by telling 

someone you trust about your thoughts and feelings right now. 

8. Remember the person who died 

 When someone loved dies, they live on in us through memory 

 To ponder: Think about the earliest memories of holidays spent with the 

person who died. Do you have photographs from those years? If so, get them 

out and spend some time cherishing them today. 

9. Make a memory display 

 As part of your holiday decorating this year, create a special display of photos 

and mementos of the person who died. 

 To ponder: Choose a spot for the memory display and begin placing items 

there today. 

10. Expect a variety of feelings 

 Mourners don’t just feel sad. We may feel numb, angry, guilty, afraid, 

confused, lonely or even relieved. Sometimes these feelings follow each 

other within a short period of time or they may occur simultaneously. 

 You may find yourself feeling guilty if now and then you experience joy 

during the holiday season. It’s common for mourners to feel it’s a betrayal of 

the person who died if they are not sad all the time. 

 Experiencing moments of happiness and joy during the holidays does not 

mean you didn’t deeply love the person who died. It merely means that you 

are alive and can continue to live. 

 To ponder: Take an inventory of your feelings today. Undoubtedly you feel 

sad, but what other emotions have you experienced in the last 24 hours? 

Have you felt anything that surprised you? 

11. Prepare favourite holiday foods of the person who died  

 What were the favorite holiday foods of the person who died? Continuing to 

prepare and enjoy them as a family is a time-tested way of keeping memories 

alive. 

 To ponder: plan the menu, shop and prepare the food, being sure to include 

favorite holiday fare of the person who died. 

 



12. Find your hope 

 If you find yourself in despair this holiday season, fight to find your hope.  

 To ponder: Make a list of things you still look forward to in your life. Make a 

list of people who are alive whom you care about. Make a list of everything 

that gives you joy. 

13. Allow for feelings of unfinished business 

 Death often brings about feelings of unfinished business. Things we never 

did, things we didn’t get to say, things we wish we hadn’t.  Allow yourself to 

think through and feel these “if onlys.”  

 To ponder: Is there something you wanted to say to the person who died but 

never did? Write them a letter that openly expresses your thoughts and 

feelings. 

14. Use the name of the person who died 

 Acknowledge the significance of the death by talking about the person who 

died: “I remember when David . . .”, “I was thinking of Sarah today 

because . . .” 

 Encourage your friends and family to use the name of the person who died, 

too.  

 To ponder: Today, tell someone a holiday memory of the person who died. 

Use his name and relate as many details as you can remember. 

15. Take good care of yourself 

 Try very hard to eat well and get adequate rest. 

 Exercise not only provides you with more energy, it can give you focused 
thinking time.  

 To ponder: Take a brisk 20-minute walk every day and breathe deep the 
winter air. (But don’t over-exercise, because your body needs extra rest, as 
well.) 

16. Consider what you love about the holidays 

 Now is a good time to consider what it is you like about the holidays. Being 
honest with yourself about what pleases you may make the coming weeks 
more tolerable—even flecked with moments of joy. 

 To ponder: Make a list of the things you most and least enjoy during the 
holidays. Make time for the things you enjoy and abandon those you don’t. 

17. Establish your own private ritual 

 You might bring flowers to the cemetery or scattering site, for example, and 
spend a few minutes in quiet connection. Or you could spend an afternoon 
doing something that was meaningful to the person who died. 

 To ponder: What private ritual might be a holiday grief touchstone for you, 
this year and in years to come? Brainstorm a list of possibilities. 



18. Observe a moment of silence 

 At an appropriate time in your holiday celebrations, tell everyone that you’d 
like to observe a moment of silence in honor of the person who died. 

 This gives each person an opportunity to reflect on his or her unique feelings 
and memories. After the period of silence, you could speak a few thoughts 
aloud. This might also be a good time for everyone to share a special memory 
of the person who died. Try observing a moment of silence before a meal, 
before you open presents, or at the stroke of midnight. 

 To ponder: Plan when your family will observe a moment of silence this 
holiday season. 

19. As the new year approaches, make a list of goals 

 Make a list of short-term goals for the next three months. Perhaps some of 
the goals could have to do with mourning activities (for example, make a 
memory book).  Also make a list of long-term goals for the next year. Be both 
realistic and compassionate with yourself as you consider what’s feasible and 
feels good and what will only add too much stress to your life. 

 To ponder: Write a list of goals for this week. Your goals may be as simple as: 
Go to work every day. Buy a gift for John. Take a walk on Tuesday night. 

20. Start a new holiday tradition 

 This holiday will be different without the loving presence of the person who 
died. Honour that difference by starting a new holiday tradition. 

 What did the person who died love to do? If they loved to run, maybe your 
family can start a new tradition of going for a walk or a run together this 
holiday. If they loved movies, watch one of their favorites together. 

 To ponder: Talk to your friends and family and brainstorm ideas for a new 
holiday tradition that honours the person who died. 

 


