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Why are the holidays so hard?

Heightened emotions during holidays

The contrast of past joy and current loss

Societal pressures and expectations

Constant reminders are everywhere

Disruption of routines and traditions

Shift in social and familial connections
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Your grief is as unique as 
the relationship between 
you and your loved one.

So what you need may 
be different from even 
those closest to you.



Why Do We Grieve Differently?

Mediator 1: Kinship

Mediator 2: The Nature of the Attachment

Mediator 3: How The Person Died

Mediator 4: Historical Antecedents

Mediator 5: Personality Variables

Mediator 6: Social Variables

Mediator 7: Concurrent Losses & Stresses Worden (2018)



Doka & Martin (2010)



“Rather than turn our back on 
our own suffering, we treat 
ourselves as we would a beloved 
friend. We take the time to pay 
attention to the physical 
sensations, thoughts, and feelings 
that accompany our pain.”

From Mindfulness & Grief (p. 15)



How are you feeling about 
the winter holidays?



Grief changes the holiday 
landscape, but it doesn't have 
to dictate it. With 
compassionate planning, we 
can find a way to honor both 
our loss and ourselves during 
this season and beyond.



Coping skills reduce 
psychological distress.



3 Elements Of An Emotion

1. Subjective Experience

2. Physiological Response

3. Behavioral Response



https://bit.ly/iha-toolkit

Respond to unexpected waves

 Accept that you may will get tipped over

 Designate a physical safe space 

 Know what you can control and what you can’t

 Know your triggers so you can anticipate them

 Keep track of what helps and do more of that

 Know who you need (people, pets)

 Know what you need (music, blankets, chocolate)



A Grief Coping Box 
Can Help You:

 Identify and express thoughts.

 Comfort you.

 Provide positive distraction.

 Fuel your sense of hope, motivation and 
perseverance.

 Shift your mindset from worrying and 
overanalyzing to a problem-solving 
mentality.

https://thehealthsessions.com/coping-box/



Quick Fix: Tune In To Your Senses

 Sight: Picture of beach

 Sound: Grief playlist

 Taste: Peppermint tea

 Touch: Soft blanket

 Smell: Essential oils



https://whatsyourgrief.com/support-system-superlatives-a-journaling-exercise/

1. Be more open to asking for help

2. Identify your needs

3. Identify the best person to help

“Let me know if there’s
anything I can do.”



R.A.I.N.: 
Working With

Difficult 
Emotions

• RECOGNIZE - Acknowledge what you are feeling. What is 
happening inside me right now?

• ALLOWING (Acceptance) - Be willing to be present to 
your experience, no matter how unpleasant. Whatever 
you notice, let it be. (Tara Brach recommends noting “I 
consent” or “yes” or “this too”).

• INVESTIGATE - Unhook yourself from the object or story, 
so you can witness the embodied emotion with kindness, 
and from an unbiased perspective. 

• NURTURE – Offer yourself mercy and care as you would 
an ideal best friend. Words of kindness, a gentle caress, or 
an acknowledgement of how hard this is are a few ways to 
practice.

(Brach, 2020)



Self-Compassion Mantra

Imagine the most compassionate and understanding person your can - 
real or imagined. As you reflect on these questions, conjure of a feeling 
of being comforted and seen by this being. 

 What would they say to you or do to show they understand your pain? 

 How would they remind you that you are not flawed for having these 
feelings, you are just a human being doing the best you can given the 
circumstances you are in - many of which are out of your control? 

Finally, write down a sentence or two that you will say to yourself next 
time you feel self-critical in the box above, and place it somewhere that 
you will see it regularly. Memorize your self-compassion mantra and say 
it to yourself whenever you catch yourself in a cycle of self-criticism.



List the coping mechanisms 
that offer you instant 

emotional relief.



Self-care activities 
increase your resilience.



Healthy Motivation & The Three Components 
of Self-Compassion

1. Kindness manifests as encouragement

2. Common humanity provides wisdom

3. Mindfulness gives vision and clarity



Befriend your body

 Schedule a check-up with your 
healthcare provider

 Pay attention to physical sensations

 Receive bodywork: massage, reiki, 
yoga therapy, etc.



Good Sleep Hygiene

 Stick to a sleep schedule

 Move your body for 30 minutes a day

 Limit caffeine and alcohol

 Create a sleep sanctuary

 Manage lighting & devices

 Have a bedtime relaxation ritual



Build Resilience Into Your Life

 The givens: sleep, nutrition, hydration, movement

 Schedule time to enjoy the people and animals around you

 Schedule alone time doing something pleasurable and/or 
creative

 Plan regular daily, weekly, & monthly self-care activities that 
you enjoy

 Know your “go-to” coping skills and practice as often as needed



List and plan the self-care rituals 
that serve as your personal reset 

and fortify your resilience.



Close friends who listen without judgment

Family members who offer comfort

Support groups that share your experience

Religious or spiritual organizations that provide solace

Therapists and other grief professionals

Lean Into Your Support Systems



1. Practice self-kindness

2. Reflect on Common Humanity

3. Communicate with compassion

4. Have a Plan B

5. Take a Pass

6. “Wrap yourself in white light and bless them”

7. Practice metta meditation

Tips for Dealing with Difficult People

https://mindfulnessandgrief.com/deal-with-difficult-people-grief-holiday/



List the people and groups 
that can offer you support, 

then schedule meet ups.



Holiday Events: Yes or No?

Evaluate your emotional capacity

Consider the significance of the event

Trust your instincts

Offer thanks for the invitation

Express gratitude

Prioritize your wellbeing

Be honest but brief

Offer to connect later



List holiday events and choose 
what and how to reply.



Revisiting Holiday Traditions

Evaluate each tradition with care

Align choices with your emotional needs

Empowerment through intentional decisions

Keep traditions that matter

Release those that do not

Modify existing traditions with meaningful ones



List your holiday traditions 
and decide whether to keep, 
modify, or release each one.



Create A New Tradition
Reflect on cherished memories

Select emotions to embody in new traditions

Brainstorm ideas for new, meaningful practices

 Memory jar

 Candle lighting

 A seat at the table

 Charitable act

 Nature walk

 Storytelling

 Annual letter

 Recipe remembrance



Reflect on a holiday memory, the 
feelings you want to create, and 
some ideas to celebrate the love 

that remains.



May you know peace.

Awaken Grief Support Program
meditationforgrief.com

Mindfulness & Grief Institute
mindfulnessandgrief.com

Heather Stang
heather@mindfulnessandgrief.com
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