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How to Get Through Your First Holiday 
After the Loss of a Loved One

Grief counselors and therapists agree that there isn’t a right or wrong way to celebrate the holiday
season after the loss of a loved one.

Since most holiday traditions center around time spent with friends and family, it can make the loss of 
a loved one feel even more magnified. The first time the holiday season comes around after a loved one 
passes it is likely you will have many unexpected feelings and emotions.   

The first thing to do is to simply acknowledge 
that the holidays are going to be tough.

There is no way to get around it. If you try to hide your feelings or bury them you will only make 
yourself feel worse. 

This year comes with its own challenges as well. You may not be able to see friends and family that 
you normally would turn to for support. Events and traditions that you may look forward to may be 
canceled. This may cause you to feel more isolated which can magnify feelings of grief. 

However, there are coping strategies that can help ease the pain. And friends and family members can 
take steps to support those in mourning.



Tip #1: Share memories with loved ones.

While it can be difficult to bring up your loved one who has passed, not doing so can make things
even worse. Memories of the person are all around you, and of course it is impossible not to think 

 of that person.

One of the worst things you can do is try to bury those thoughts and feelings. 

“Don’t avoid talking about the recently deceased person. Share a funny or positive story about the 
deceased,” says Terri Lively, LCSW. 

However, for those that are supporting the griever, “don’t feel like you need to lie and say how much you 
will miss that person if it isn’t the truth,” says Lively. You can still be a listening ear.

Take some time with friends and family to share memories of your loved one. Share funny or happy 
stories about the person. Remember that it is OK to laugh, even though you are grieving. 

You may want to pull out old photo albums and look through them with friends or family members. 
This may trigger some happier memories and stories to share. 

Another idea is to create a memorial photo table. Encourage others to share photos they have of your 
loved one at past holiday celebrations. 

How to help the griever:
• Encourage the griever to share. Ask them questions. If they get upset you can stop, but it is possible

they just need a jump start.

• Start by sharing your own stories and memories.

• Share photographs with the griever, which may trigger happier memories.



Tip #2 Blend old traditions with new ones

Maybe you and your late husband always picked out the tree together and decorated it. 
Maybe you always spent Christmas morning at your late grandmother’s house.
For many people, Christmas is a favorite holiday full of many traditions.

Whatever the holiday is, the first time it comes around after losing a loved one will definitely be 
different. With your loved one gone, the traditions just won’t feel the same. 

Many people report that they don’t feel like celebrating much at all. That it just feels wrong to continue 
with the festivities when their loved one isn’t there to participate. But even so, you will likely still find 
yourself celebrating in one way or another.

If you do feel like you want to continue to celebrate it can be helpful to start blending old and new 
traditions together. 

How to blend traditions
Decide which traditions you want to keep. There will likely be some traditions you want to continue, 
either because they are important to other family members, or because you feel like you can honor 
your loved one through the tradition. 

Other traditions you may wish to change. Some traditions may just be too difficult to continue without 
your loved one’s help. Or they may bring up too many painful memories. 

And you will likely want to create some new traditions. Particularly ones that honor and help you 
remember your loved one. 

For example, you might choose to hang up a new ornament on the tree that memorializes your loved 
one. Or maybe you will choose to visit their grave site on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day. 

It may also be that you want to switch the location of where you spend the holidays, either out of 
necessity if the person who used to host has passed away. Or because a change of venue will help ease 
some of your painful memories. Either way, make a thoughtful decision about where you would like to 
spend your holiday. 



Other ideas for new traditions
• Light a candle in memory of your loved one
• Incorporate a favorite dish into your meal
• Play your loved one’s favorite holiday music
• Volunteer
• Have a moment of silence to remember your loved one

Once you have made some decisions about what traditions you want to keep or change, make sure to 
let everyone know your plans well in advance. Remember that other people may be grieving too, so it’s 
best not to spring any big changes on them either at the last minute, if possible. 

Be honest. If there is something you want to do or something you don’t want to do, be clear. And explain 
your reasoning as best as possible. Hopefully you will be able to come to an agreement.  

It’s also important to remember that not everyone will be grieving the same way you are. And not 
everyone will want to spend the holidays the same way you do. The best you can do is try to compromise 
and realize that you may have to do some things on your own if you can’t come to an agreement. 

How to help the griever:
• Be sensitive to the needs of the griever.

• Suggest new traditions if the griever is having trouble coming up with something.

• But be understanding if the griever doesn’t want to celebrate in a different way, or at all this year.



Tip #3 Cut back on seasonal stressors

While many events may be canceled this year, the holiday season can still be stressful.

Family gatherings, even with immediate family, may be stressful. Your stress may be triggered by some 
of the people there, or the work involved to prep and clean up, or just dealing with all the planning and 
coordinating. And purchasing presents may just feel materialistic and insensitive. 

Keep in mind that it is OK to find ways to cut back on these seasonal stressors. 

Ways to Cut Back on Stressors
If cooking feels like too much work this year, order food or ask other family members to help you cook. 

If shopping feels stressful, you may wish to have family members send specific wish lists of gifts so you 
don’t have to decide about what to buy. 

It’s not uncommon, though, for people to feel that gift giving has lost its joy. They may feel like material 
things matter less. If this is the case, discuss with your family about cutting back on gifts or just skipping 
gift giving altogether. 



How to Deal with Holiday Events
Certain people may also be stressors for you. If this is the case, try to spend more time with the people 
you feel better around and less time around those who cause you stress. 

If current Covid-19 social distancing guidelines permit gatherings in your community, you may have 
some events you feel obligated to attend. But remember, you don’t have to attend any event you don’t 
want to. Don’t feel guilty about skipping events that are stressful for you. And don’t feel guilty about 
skipping events if you do not feel that it is a safe choice for you health-wise. 

If you do go to a gathering, consider driving yourself. That way you are free to leave if you start to feel 
overwhelmed. 

Another strategy is to write down all the events you have planned for the season. Then, rank them in 
order of importance. Choose to go to the most important ones and skip the rest. This helps ensure that 
you don’t overcommit yourself. 

How to help the griever:
• Try to understand how the griever is feeling.

• Listen when they say they are feeling stressed out and give them an out.

• Offer to help to take some of the load off the griever, especially if they were typically the one to
organize and plan the gathering.

• Don’t take it personally if the griever says they want some time alone.

• Do continue to contact them, even if they say “No.” Don’t be pushy but let them know you are
available whenever they are ready.



Tip #4 Give mental health support a try

season. But maybe you just haven’t found the time or felt comfortable doing so.You may have been thinking about getting mental health support for your grief p
 
rior to the holiday

With all the things coming up, though, now is a great time to get some support. Things that were 
difficult to handle before may be even more difficult now. And often you don’t know how you are going 
to feel or react, so having someone who can provide you with added support can be very helpful. 

Connecting with others who share similar experiences can help you feel less isolated. And this year, 
especially, it may be important. Due to Covid-19, it may be more difficult to connect with those you 
depend on for support and you may feel even more isolated than normal. 

Seeing a Therapist
Now is also a great time to visit a mental health professional. 

Many people have concerns about seeing a mental health professional. For some, there may be a 
stigma attached. Others may be concerned about the cost or time involved. However, mental health 
professionals can help you anticipate upcoming stressors and help you come up with a plan to deal with 
them. And it can also be helpful to have someone to talk to who is not a close friend or family member, 
especially as those people may be grieving as well.

If you do decide that you want to pursue seeing a therapist, first decide what you are looking for in a 
therapist. What style of therapy are you looking for? Do you have preference for a man or a woman?
Do they take your insurance? Do you want to see someone who specializes in grief? 



Once you have decided a bit about what you want, look around. Ask for recommendations and read up 
on a therapist’s website. Make sure to call and ask questions beforehand too, to see if they are a good fit. 
Most therapists are offering virtual sessions these days as well if you don’t feel comfortable attending in 
person. 

Other Strategies
Journaling: One strategy that is cheap and easily accessible is to keep a journal. Journal about your 
feelings and what is going on. Often, journaling can be a release and it gives you an outlet to talk about 
things that you might not be able to discuss with friends and family.

Remember that crying is OK: It can feel natural to try to hide your emotions. After all, the holidays are 
supposed to be a happy time of year. But keep in mind that trying to suppress your emotions won’t make 
them go away. It is OK to cry! 

Ask for and say yes to help: If someone offers to help you, say yes. You will likely need it. And if no one 
offers to help you, ASK! It may be that friends or family don’t know exactly what you need, so they are 
hesitant to ask. But in most cases, they want to help and are happy to do so. 

Practice self-care: It can be hard with all that is going on. But remember to take time for yourself and 
do what makes you happy. 

Go to a grief group: If you aren’t quite ready to visit a therapist, a grief group can be a great way to 
start. It can be very helpful to talk to a group of people who are going through similar experiences. You 
can find local grief groups online, at houses of worship or possibly through friends and family. Many of 
these groups are going vitrual these days as well.  

How to help the griever:
• Offer to help the griever. If possible, say you want to help with something specific, be it cooking

dinner, cleaning, shopping, etc.

• Encourage the griever to take time for themselves.

• Don’t constantly ask or push the griever into a grief group or to a counselor. But if they ask for
help, assist them in finding resources.

• Just listen and be a shoulder to cry on if the griever needs it. Don’t judge or try to solve the problem
for them.

• Continue to check in. This year can be particularly isolating for many, so a phone call or text
message can go a long way.



Tip #5 Pay attention to possible unhealthy 
coping techniques

A holiday season following the loss of a loved one can trigger many challenging thoughts and feelings. 
While this is totally normal, it is important to take care of yourself and pay close attention to your 

emotions. 

Feelings of apathy and hopelessness can be warning signs that your grief might be putting you at risk for 
depression. Things such as loss of appetite and exhaustion are also warning signs your body may give 
that it is on overload. 

While there are many healthy ways to cope with your grief, it can be easy to turn to unhealthy means of 
coping such as withdrawing socially or turning to alcohol or food.  

Alcohol
Alcohol is a particularly tricky one to navigate, especially during the holiday season. Since alcohol is 
so deeply integrated into our lives, you will find it at most holiday parties and events. But of course, 
alcohol also carries the risk of dependency. It can be very easy to use it to self-medicate and numb the 
uncomfortable feelings you are feeling. 

It can be easy to start rationalizing the use of alcohol, particularly in stressful times. But the problem is 
that alcohol is not a healthy coping skill. It can help fix the symptoms of our grief by providing a respite 
from our thoughts and feelings, but it doesn’t solve the underlying cause of our grief.

So, what should you be paying attention to? Become aware of why you drink. If you are drinking to cope 
with difficult emotions such as loss, stress, or despair, it is a sign that you should seek some alternative 
coping skills 



Social Isolation
While it is totally normal to want some time alone, sitting at home alone all the time is not a healthy 
coping technique either. This year may be even more difficult as many events that you may be looking 
forward to may be canceled altogether. 

If you do have the opportunity to attend some events, try to pick the ones that make you the happiest or 
where you are most likely to see the people who care about you.

You may also find yourself spending more time alone as events you usually attend are canceled or family 
may not be able to visit you as they normally would. If this happens, don’t hesitate to reach out. Calls, 
texts and video chats can allow you to spend time with friends and family even if you are apart. You 
might even schedule a regular time to call or video chat and put it on your calendar. That way you are 
not as likely to put it off or forget. 

If you find yourself unable to muster the energy to attend any events or spend time with anyone else, 
this may be a sign of depression.  In this case it may be time to seek professional help from a therapist or 
counselor. 

If you are supporting a griever, says Lively, “Do continue to contact them. People often come together to 
give support, then quickly fade away. Ask them out for coffee or lunch.”

How to help the griever
• If you notice the griever using other unhealthy coping techniques it can be difficult to discuss with

them (and often it may backfire). Instead, it may be helpful to seek out a mental health professional
who may have recommendations for you.

• There may be fewer events happening these days. If that is the case, you can do other things such as
go for a walk to look at holiday lights or find an outdoor event to attend together.

• Know that this year will be especially difficult due to the restrictions of Covid-19. Make sure to
continue to provide support, even if it is through text messges, calls or video chats.

If you or a loved one need further support or resources, here are some options:

SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services)
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline 
1-800-662-HELP (4357)

Grief Share 
https://www.griefshare.org/

The Compassionate Friends - supporting families after the loss of a child
 https://www.compassionatefriends.org/

American Foundation for Suicide Prevention 
https://afsp.org/

National Widowers Organization 
https://nationalwidowers.org/




