
 
 
 

 
 

Handling the Holidays 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
Each year hundreds of thousands of people face the holiday season with lives marred by 
pain and loss. Whether through the death of a loved one, divorce, major illness, or any 
of a number of life traumas, these individuals will find their grief amplified by holiday 
activities. The bright lights and tinsel provide a stark, heart-wrenching, contrast to the 
darkness that surrounds those who are experiencing deep psychological pain or 
separation. 
 
At best the holidays magnify grief and loss. At 
worst they can be viewed as nothing short of a 
nightmare. Hurt and heartache are intensified 
a thousand-fold when unwelcome memories 
of happier times are involuntarily triggered 
and replayed without warning. The empty 
spaces that once belonged to missing loved 
ones and broken dreams can virtually swallow 
up a bereaved individual. 
 
In addition, grief has the distinct effect of lowering frustration and tolerance levels. The 
holiday clamor places enormous stresses on those in pain, those who are mourning. 
Pressures develop early and escalate. At the same time that Halloween decorations 
begin to appear, both verbal and visual messages are already screaming that the clock is 
ticking away, that our holiday-shopping days are numbered. 
 
If you are facing a holiday season that is marked by death or a significant loss, for 
yourself, a friend, or a loved one, there are ways to help. 
 
For those who grieve . . . 
 

 Plan ahead for the holidays. Do not allow yourself to be caught off guard by the 
unexpected. Acknowledge and accept your limitations, and make others aware 
of them. 

 Simplify your life as much as possible, and lower expectations of yourself. Shop 
online or through catalogs, ask for home delivery, or consider contacting a 
shopping service or accepting help from others. 

 Reserve the right to make decisions for yourself and then to exercise the 
decisions you’ve made. Tell friends and family what your needs are as soon as 
you become aware of them. 
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“At best the holidays magnify 
grief and loss. At worst they 

can be viewed as nothing 
short of a nightmare.” 



 
 
 

 Anticipate the social demands that will be placed upon you before they occur, 
and minimize social obligations. Decide which invitations you will be able to 
handle and which you will chose to forego. Keep commitments open-ended with 
the understanding that you may need to cancel at the last minute. 

 Allow for flexibility with yourself and with others. Don’t be afraid to change 
traditions and routines to minimize discomfort. 

 Be forgiving of yourself and those who care about you. Accept yourself exactly 
where you are. And excuse others for not being able to walk in your shoes. 

 
For friends and family . . . 
 

 Understand that you can play a 
powerful role in facilitating healing for 
those who have experienced a serious 
loss. Enable and empower the 
bereaved by offering them choices and 
flexibility during the holiday season. 
Respect their decisions. 

 Offer both physical and emotional support. Be willing to shop, decorate, or 
address cards for a hurting individual who is overwhelmed. Accept, as well, 
choices on the part of the bereaved to forego or change the usual routines and 
traditions. 

 Know that people need and want to talk about their pain, what they’ve lost, and 
how it affects them. The holidays will increase awareness of that suffering, along 
with the need to vocalize it. Offer yourself as a sounding board and listen with 
your heart. 

 Grieving individuals typically experience a wide range of strong emotions that 
can be heightened due to the festive holiday atmosphere. Provide empathy and 
understanding. Speak simply and softly in response to voiced angers, depression, 
guilt, or despair. Avoid judgments.  

 Physical touch is healing. Be willing to reach out with a hug or a pat. The effects 
of physical contact cannot be overestimated as a therapeutic tool. 

 Provide unconditional love and acceptance. Be prepared to make allowances for 
the unpredictable mood swings of those who are still healing. The bereaved walk 
in a world that you may not have experienced. Accept that they are the experts 
on what they feel and what they need. 

 
Coming to terms with loss is never more challenging than it is during the holidays. 
Healing and recovery are a long, complicated process, the resolution of grief taking 
anywhere from a few months to a few years to complete itself. Though grief resolution 
follows expected patterns and norms, loss and recovery still remain highly individual 
issues. 
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“Understand that you can play 
a powerful role in facilitating 
healing for those who have 
experienced a serious loss.” 



 
 
 

We belong to a society that is clumsy and inept when dealing with personal tragedy. Too 
often we respond awkwardly or ineffectively to those dealing with death and loss. The 
culprit is not insensitivity. It is, instead, a lack of knowledge and understanding. But we 
can retrain ourselves in the art of caring for ourselves and for one another. We can open 
the doors of communication, understanding, and acceptance. Through the holidays we 
can learn to perfect the art of helping and of healing. 
 

Originally printed in Bereavement Magazine, November/December 1987. 
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