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Navigating Christmas for the �rst time without a loved 
one can be particularly painful, we have put together 
some practical actions you can take to support your 

friend over the Christmas period
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how to support



Navigating Christmas for the first time without a loved one can 
be particularly painful. We’re not taught what to say to grieving 
friends, so we end up saying a list of platitudes that we’ve heard 
others say, such as ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ or ‘I’m thinking of 
you,’ which are great for acknowledging a loss but don’t really 
do anything. And sometimes they can even be unhelpful, for 
example saying that time heals, when all it does is pass without 
changing anything. 

Christmas can be an isolating experience for 
people grieving the death of a loved one under 
normal circumstances. This year has been 
especially challenging for families who live 
apart, who haven’t been able to grieve together, 
and they need their friends more than ever. 

We have put together this eBook to help you to 
support them through this festive period.



Christmas cards - the dos and don’ts
Many of us struggle to know what to say when someone has been bereaved, but at least with the card 
you’ve time to think about it so it’s easier right? Wrong! It’s easy to cause unintended hurt by not thinking 
through what that pre-printed message might mean to someone who is bereaved.

Don’t
Send anything that has the words Happy, Joyful, Merry etc

Rely on the printed message – make it personal. 

Assume that the loss is in anyway a good thing or a blessing – for example “At least he’s free from pain” or similar.

Make it about you. Remember this is a little gift of showing you care about them.

Tell them what to do, such as get out and enjoy yourself! It will feel like you have no idea where they are at and 
they won’t be able to trust you with how they’re really feeling.

Simply sign your first name – make sure that somewhere on the card or envelope are your full contact details. 
Grieving people have a reduced ability to concentrate.You might not be the only person with your first name 
they know and it’s too hard to work it out from handwriting when you’re struggling.

Choose the image on the card carefully. The more raw the grief the more likely “Happy Christmas” will feel like 
a cruel dig rather than a friendly message. It is safer to choose a blank card with an attractive image that your 
friend would relate to rather than anything seasonal. 

Write your message out on rough paper first. Even if you think you know what to say, putting it down on paper 
first will help youto ensure it reads alright first and if it will fit in the space available. If it doesn’t, fit include a 
note with the card as well.

Use their name. Most bereaved people are terrified their loved one will be forgotten. You will not make them 
feel worse by talking about the person who died. You will cause hurt by pretending nothing has happened.

Read your rough draft out loud. – Sometimes what seems good in your head doesn’t work when read by 
another. Hearing it aloud can help you work out why not. 

Share a fond memory that includes the person who died if possible. Stories about a shared occasion or even a 
shared moment help reassure the bereft that their loved one will not be forgotten. 

Write from the heart. If you tell the truth about how you feel this will come across. It does mean expressing 
genuine thoughts and feelings. 
Use “I imagine,” or “I can’t imagine...” to express empathy. For example, “I can’t begin to imagine how much you 
miss John.” There is something very non-threatening about the word imagine, it allows you to express the truth 
without imposing your feelings on them. 

Include some of the vouchers from the back of this ebook as a fun way to let your friend know you’re prepared 
to be of practical assistance. This makes it easy for them to take you up on it without having to ask for help.

Do



How to Start a Conversation
Starting a conversation about grief at Christmas may not feel like a natural thing to do. We’re not used to 
talking openly about sad emotions and this can feel even more awkward in the “season to be jolly”. Here 
are some hints and tips that will hopefully reduce the number of verbal landmines you step on!

Listen, listen, listen!
While your desire might be always to help someone feel better, this simply isn’t possible. The real key is learning how 
to be a “heart with ears.”
Listening without interruption, or comparing it to your experiences, can be quite difficult but think of it as a one-way 
conversation where your job is to be in the moment and really hear what is being said. Do not drift off thinking of 
what you are going to say or do next. Avoid reassuring them that things will be ok, or they will be fine in time, they 
won’t be. They’re adapting to their new normal and need to be heard. They might cry, or say things that make you feel 
sad, too. Let that be ok. It’s hard seeing someone you care about hurting but allowing them to talk while you listen 
will help them enormously. When they’ve finished, offer them a hug, (if this is possible) and thank them for sharing 
their feelings with you. Resist the temptation to offer advice, make comparisons or utter platitudes.

Say their name
Most people who have been bereaved are terrified the person who died being 
forgotten. Yet people around them are reluctant to mention their name for 
fear of causing hurt or upset. This feeds the fear that other people don’t 
care or have forgotten in a horrible negative cycle. Use the name of the 
person who died whenever you can. I promise you won’t make them feel 
worse. Yes, they may have an emotional reaction. That’s normal and let 
that be OK with you. We’ve used the name John here in this book, as it 
makes it a more natural read and we know you know not to say John, 
unless coincidentally your friend’s loved one was called John, too.

When to talk
When you speak to your friend or meet them, you’re 
not going to know initially where their feelings are at that 
moment. Grief is like the ocean – it is constantly moving, 
arrives in ways that range from a current tugging at your 
ankles, to giant waves that knock you off your feet and 
pull you under. Sometimes it is a relief to talk about it 
and sometimes it is anything but, and the topic should 
be avoided. So how can you know which it is right now? 
Ask. For example, ‘Would you like to talk about John 
right now, or something else?’ Remember those waves 
and the fact that sometimes no matter what you 
say you can’t win. Let it go – it’s not about you, 
it is their grief talking. Reassure them that you’ll be 
there when they do want to talk if that isn’t now. If they do want to talk, it’s 
sometimes handy to have some questions that can lead the conversation in a 
thoughtful way. Asking “how do you feel?” is often not helpful, as it seems such 
an impossible question to answer.



What was (name’s) favourite meal?

We’ve listed some examples here for you to use – 
taken from our Bereavement Box of Hearts

What do you miss the most about (name)?

If you could have one last conversation,  
what would you talk about?

What was your favourite activity  

to do together?

Remember to listen to the answers 
without interrupting or judging. Do 
join in with sharing your memories 
of John or the situation only when 
your friend has had their say.

The Bereavement Box of Hearts are 
available HERE

https://griefrecoveryshop.uk/products/bereavement-box-of-hearts


Landmines V Empathy
Try to avoid:
I love this time of the year!
I love Christmas!
Happy Christmas!
Where’s your Christmas spirit?
Cheer up! It’s Christmas!
They’d want you to be happy...
Worse things happen at sea...
You should...
You must...
At least... (any sentence that starts with at least ends nowhere good. If these two words do escape your lips 
promptly stop talking, rethink and start again).
Overdoing apologies. 
If you do say something that has clearly been the wrong thing, a simple “I’m sorry that came out wrong” 
is enough. Repeated apologies and tangled explanations just require more energy to deal with than your 
friend has right now. We don’t need them needing to make you feel better about your gaff. 

More likely to be helpful:
I’m grateful to share this moment with you.
This (tree/weather/outfit) is so beautiful.  John would have loved it.
This reminds me of the first Christmas we spent together.
It’s so special to watch all the kids play together.



Planning for the  
Christmas holiday 
Your friend might be feeling a huge pressure around Christmas that they must pretend to be ok, pretend to 
enjoy themselves, or be strong for their family. Ask what your friend would really like to do for Christmas. 
Acknowledge that Christmas will be different this year and they might want to do things differently. Listen, 
then support their choices. They might want to stay at home and watch television on their own. They may 
want company. If they live on their own, especially if the live alone following bereavement they might want 
someone to stay with them on Christmas Eve.

The following is an extract from an article we wrote for grieving people to cope with Christmas. You could use this 
as a basis for a discussion or share it with your friend.

Firstly, it’s a good idea to have a plan. Putting your head down and hoping to wake up in mid- January sadly isn’t 
going to work. If you have children then include them in making the plans. Be honest when talking to them – 
express how sad you are that Mum/Dad/Grandma/Uncle won’t be there and that it’s going to be different. Ask 
them what they want to do to acknowledge how much they miss them and what they want to keep or change 
about your family traditions. If there is something that is special to you that you want to do or not do, explain this 
too. Your feelings are equally important as theirs. 
 
It is essential that you are honest with them. We teach our children to always tell the truth so when we attempt to 
cover up our feelings and put on a brave face, our body language gives us away and they get confused. Even small 
children can sense when they are being deceived. However, you need to be cautious. Being honest doesn’t mean 
that you should turn your children into your carer or surrogate spouse. Even though you can be honest, you need 
to gently discourage them from taking care of you. Yes, it’s a little subtle to do both, but you’ll be able to know how 
to do that. 
 
It’s also a good idea to have a “plan b” or escape route. If you suddenly find you don’t want to be somewhere then 
being unable to leave because you’ve had a drink, or are otherwise trapped, can make a bad feeling so much 
worse. If you’re spending time with extended family make sure 
you explain that you might need to escape to a spare room every 
now and again without worrying about being interrogated about 
where you’ve been. 
 
Avoid spending too much time alone. We tend to isolate 
because we quickly learn that most people aren’t “safe” to 
talk to. They try to fix us or make inane remarks that might 
be intellectually true but are emotionally useless. In the early 
days of being widowed, I had a little mantra in my head: 
“hear the intent not the content.” I’m sure this meant quite a 
few people went unharmed that otherwise would’ve been 
slapped! Isolation impedes recovery. We need others around 
us to share our thoughts and feelings with, and share new 
experiences with that can become new happy memories.



Planning for the  
Christmas holiday 
Invitations
Grief can feel very isolating. Invite them, as you normally would for family get-togethers, drinks with friends, and if 
you’re able to, invite them for any or all of Christmas Eve/Day/Boxing Day/New Year, especially if you know they’re 
going to be on their own. Talk to them about how they feel about coming along. It could be that they’re worried 
about being judged for enjoying themselves ‘too soon,’ or they feel guilty about doing something normal or fun 
or are fearful about being miserable and pulling down the mood. Make it clear that there’s no pressure, and if they 
change their mind either way, even at the last second that’s fine.  If the last second is five minutes after they arrive 
that is also fine – let them go home or hide in the bathroom for a while uninterrupted. The important thing is that 
you’ve included them. If they refuse make it clear, they can change their mind even at the last moment. 

Christmas Gift Ideas
If you normally exchange gifts with your friend, you could consider:

A memory pillow or bear made from their loved one’s clothing. Ask before going ahead, as they might not be 
comfortable about the idea, or they might be delighted. Under no circumstances raid their wardrobe to create a 
surprise. This could backfire horrifically.

 A donation to a charity that was important to the person who died

A homemade care package with a collection of their favoured toiletries or foods

A magazine subscription or other service that delivers regularly e.g. flowers every month

A notebook or other item with a photo of their loved on one 

A voucher for an experience you can share together – it doesn’t have to be expensive it could be a promise for a walk 
in the woods, a picnic or museum visit, for example; something that doesn’t require too much emotional energy.

If you make plans – KEEP THEM
Many of us have the habit of making plans then cancelling because we’re tired or busy. It seems to be a 21st 
century epidemic. However, if you make plans with a bereaved person do not let them down, it is extremely 
important you are there for them at the same time as accepting they may well bail on you. Repeatedly. It’s OK for 
them to bail it’s not OK for you. (unless there genuinely is no choice)



Offers of Help
Offers of help often gets turned down or ignored, especially if you say, ‘let me know if there’s anything I can do.’ 
A grieving person doesn’t have the energy to work out how you can help so make specific offers. This could be 
anything practical such as offering to put up a Christmas tree and decorations – especially if there are children, 
as this will help bring a sense of ‘normal’ for them, help with shopping, offering to look after the children so they 
can go shopping or enjoy a bit of peace, take over a meal, or buy them a take-away, wrap Christmas presents… 
anything that gives them a break from the festivities. To make this easy, we’ve come up with some vouchers you 
can use to make the offer in a fun way – see the back of the book.

There is No Time Limit
You may need to ‘hear’ them lots over the coming months and possibly years. This is normal. Grief does not have a 
time limit. Bear this in mind and provide them with the same kindness, support, and consideration that you did in 
the first year after the death of their loved one.

Find ways to be there - even when you’re physically distant.
It can be agonising when we really want to be in the room and for whatever reason we simply can’t. While we 
know it isn’t the same there are lots of ways we can be there and offer our support.

Write an old-fashioned letter
There is something special about receiving something pleasant through the post and it’s rare these days, making 
it extra special when it does happen.

Video Calls
Technology gives you a chance to connect with people in ways that feel close and intimate, even if they’re on the 
other side of the world. 
Make time zones work to your advantage
One of the nice things about having friends in different time zones is that you might be awake and ready to talk right 
when they need you most. If your friend is dealing with worries that keep them up at night, tell them to give you a call.

Plan your next get-together
If it’s possible for you to be with your friend in January or February when days are short and dark, and life can feel 
bleak, make plans to see each other in person. It’ll make you both happy to have a date on the calendar, even if it’s 
tentative. You can build excitement by making an itinerary of local sites to see, foods to try, or history to learn.



Your Help Might Not  
Be Enough
Seeing your friend in ongoing pain can be hard. If you feel like they need additional support, we would love 
you to tell them about the Grief Recovery Method. 

Feeling better is not about forgetting or pretending the death didn’t happen. Feeling better is about easing the 
emotional pain they are carrying with them daily, so that they can start sleeping better, concentrating, eating, 
and even enjoying life again. Once they’ve learned the action steps for handling their grief, they can cherish the 
memories of their loved one without it turning painful.  
 
The Grief Recovery Method is the only evidence-based grief programme in the world. It is proven to be effective 
at helping grievers to move beyond their loss. Working with a Grief Recovery Specialist in person or online, 
individually or in a group, they will have a safe space to talk freely about their loss without the fear of judgment 
or analysis. This unique, structured programme is completed in seven or eight sessions and will teach them the 
correct actions, so they don’t have to wait for their grief to get better on its own. 

Please visit our website to find out more and to find their nearest Grief Recovery Specialist.



Useful links
Our website: www.griefuk.org

Find a Specialist: www.griefuk.org/nearest 

Download our ebook “ A Guide to loss – 61 hints and tips on the experience  
of grief and how to help people through it. www.griefuk.org/ebook

Follow us on Facebook www.facebook.com/GriefRecoveryUK 

Follow us on Twitter www.twitter.com/griefuk 

Follow us on Instagram www.instagram.com/griefrecoveryuk 

Follow us on Linked In www.linkedin.com/company/griefuk 
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