
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

When Loss Brings Added Stress at the Holidays 

The holiday season can be a stressful time for everyone but it can be especially difficult for those 
dealing with the grief of loss. What might normally be a time of happiness may, instead, be a time of 
stress, loneliness, and fear. Perhaps you or someone you know is grieving or anticipating a first holiday 
without a loved one. For many, the holiday season can intensify feelings of grief. Below are some steps 
for dealing with that grief and making it through the holidays. 

Loss comes in many ways — death of a loved one, loss of tradition, loss of a relationship. We may 
even experience anticipatory grief when we know the loss is coming but hasn’t happened yet. This type 
of loss is often even more challenging because we end up grieving twice — before the actual loss and 
after it. Even when we make positive changes in our lives, we can experience a sense of loss of what 
used to be. Whatever loss we are experiencing, grief is a normal reaction and encompasses the 
psychological, behavioral, social, and physical reactions. The important thing to remember is that there 
are no rules when it comes to grieving. There is no specific timelines or “right” way to grieve. And while 
each of us will experience grief in our own way, there are some common ways that grief shows itself. 

For example, while we are in the midst of the grieving process, we may experience physical symptoms 
such as headaches, a change in sleep or appetite, or even back pain. We may feel more restless and, 
at times, feel short of breath. And while crying is usually expected, we may feel many other emotions. 
We may be irritable, angry, or anxious. It may be difficult to engage in every activities and there can be 
a strong urge to withdraw fro others. It is also normal to reflect on your own mortality and adjust 
priorities. 

 If you are close to someone who is grieving: 

�	 Talk to them. Ask them how they are and what they would like from you. If you  notice that the 
person is not eating, if they tell you they haven’t slept in awhile, or if they are not coming to 
work, don’t ignore these signs. Communicate your concerns to them and offer support. Reach 
out to that person and take care of something for them before they ask for your help. 

�	 Listen to what the person needs. Do they want to talk about their loved one? Do they want to be 
alone? Think about what the person needs rather than what you think they should need. 

�	 Expect the unexpected. They may experience a wide range of emotions and reactions and, at 
times, it may not make sense to you; but remember that it is all a normal part of the process. 

If you are going through the grief process: 

�	 Allow yourself time to grieve. There is no “right” way to grieve. And remember that we all grieve 
at our own pace. 

�	 Take care of yourself. Eat right, get enough rest, and stay with your normal routines, even if it is 
difficult. You will be in a better frame of mind to decide how to spend your time if you do. 

�	 Allow yourself to share stories about who you have lost. As hard as it may be, sharing memories 
and feelings can help you heal. 

�	 Honor old traditions while creating new ones. If carrying out old traditions helps you, do them. At 



 

  

 

 

  

 

the same time, you can begin to create new traditions. 

�	 Be flexible. Give yourself permission to change your mind. This is especially true if this is the 
first holiday (or anniversary) without the person. If hosting a gathering is too much for you to 
handle, ask for help or even ask someone else to host it. 

No matter what your own grieving process is, make sure that you have support. If you are experiencing 
emotions or reactions that are new to you or if you are not sure about your reactions, get help. Your 
EAP is a valuable resource. They can provide support and help you put your feelings and reactions into 
perspective. You can call 24 hours a day, 800-327-4968 (TTY: 877-492-7341). You can also go to the 
website at www.EAP4YOU.com to find valuable information about grief and loss. 


