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What do we mean by difficult time?

People struggling with complicated grief often feel that every day is
difficult. Lost in a sea of grief without a compass to guide them, they feel
themselves repeatedly, and often unexpectedly, tossed by giant waves of grief,
and in danger of drowning. 

One of the things that can help is to anticipate when a large wave is coming and strategize about 

how best to ride that wave. Some waves of grief are predictable because there are certain times 

in the year that are especially likely to trigger them. This handout is designed to help with these 

“difficult times.” Other waves catch people by surprise, and we have different ways of helping with 

those. 

Examples of times that almost everyone finds difficult include family holidays, especially the 

period between Thanksgiving and New Years day. Not everyone reacts to these, but most people 

do. Other common difficult anniversaries are more personal, such as the day of the death, the 

deceased person’s birthday, the bereaved person’s birthday, a wedding anniversary after

the loss of a spouse, the first day of school each year, mother’s or father’s day after the loss of 

a child, parent’s anniversary or mother’s or father’s day after the loss of a parent. A third kind 

of difficult time is unique to your relationship with the person who died. For example, if your 

deceased loved one especially enjoyed the fall, you might find that time of year especially difficult. 

The anniversary of becoming pregnant might be difficult for someone who has lost a child. The

anniversary of special shared times might be difficult. For example, one person lost a close friend 

with whom she had celebrated the winter solstice every year. So, some difficult times are almost 

universal, and others are very specific to you and your loved one. Keep in mind, too, that these are 

just examples. At the end of this handout there worksheets you can fill out to help you identify 

your own difficult times, make some notes and plans about them, and monitor how it goes.
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PRINCIPLES FOR MANAGING DIFFICULT TIMES

There is no right or wrong way to mourn, and there is no prescription for managing difficult times. 

However there are some principles you might find helpful. This handout describes these principles. 

There are some suggestions for ways you might make concrete use of the principles, and ideas 

about what might stand in your way. Again, this is not a prescription. Instead it is meant to help 

people with complicated grief manage these times in a way that is as comfortable and helpful 

as possible. It is up to you to decide whether and how to use this information. The four basic 

principles in our approach to difficult times are listed in Table 1.

TABLE 1: PRINCIPLES FOR MANAGING DIFFICULT TIMES

Principle 1 Anticipate and plan for difficult times

Principle 2 Find ways to care for the person who died

Principle 3 Find pleasurable activities for yourself and other people who are still alive

Principle 4 Take care of yourself and let others take care of you.

Principle 1: Anticipate and plan for difficult times

Grief often comes in waves that take the bereaved person into a state of high emotion that 

seems unbearably intense; this experience feels unfamiliar and out of control. Most people with 

complicated grief have learned to dread these waves. They strongly wish and hope these waves 

Principles
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of intense grief will recede. At the same time, they feel powerless to stop these surges. Since it is 

common knowledge that grief usually does recede with time, they keep hoping it will do so. The 

problem is that for people with complicated grief, the intensity doesn’t lessen much with time. 

Treatment can help this problem, but even when you are feeling better, there can be difficult times 

when grief can be triggered more easily. Before you are feeling better, such difficult times are 

virtually certain to occur, and to be very painful. Most people find that it is better to predict when 

the intensity of grief will increase, and plan how to manage this in advance. Doing so can increase 

your sense of control and show you that you are not completely powerless in the face of this loss. 

You can minimize the degree to which grief is disruptive and frightening, even if you can’t control 

its occurrence or intensity.

You might want to take some time to stop and think about the most difficult times of the year. Start 

with the holidays, since most people find them to be very hard. Think about which holidays are 

difficult for you and then try to rate how hard you expect it to be—a little hard, somewhat hard, 

definitely hard or extremely hard. You might want to use the worksheet at the end of this handout 

to do this. Make some notes about what makes this time difficult, what you dread most, or things 

that you are most worried about. Try to anticipate how you will feel.

Accept the fact that these times are difficult, and that they will be difficult regardless of whether 

you acknowledge this ahead of time or not. Be sure to factor in the reality that you will be sad, and 

accept this. Tell yourself it’s okay to be sad, even so sad that it’s hard to do anything for a few days. 

Don’t criticize yourself for being emotional. Your emotions are related to your love. It’s important 

to own them and honor them. The advantage of anticipating the difficulty is that you can embrace 

the time period as one devoted to honoring your relationship to the person who died. You can do 

this however you like. This handout provides some suggestions based on what things people have 

said and what we know about loss and grief. You can think of difficult times as opportunities to 

focus on things that can help with successful mourning. This handout also includes a worksheet 

you can use to plan activities during an upcoming difficult time.
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If you are having trouble planning, you might want to think about what is getting in the way. People 

with complicated grief dread confrontation with reminders that their loved one is gone. Difficult 

times are filled with such reminders, so often a person with complicated grief may try to ignore 

these times, wishing for them to be over and thinking they will just try to survive. The wish to avoid 

dreaded reminders leads people to try not to anticipate periods when reminders are prominent. 

Metaphorically speaking, they may be hoping to be able to take a deep breath, close their eyes and 

wait for it to be over. This, in turn, makes it difficult to anticipate and plan for these times. Feelings 

of hopelessness or powerlessness can also make it difficult to plan. People with complicated grief 

often feel as though they are unable to cope with painful emotions and so it seems futile to plan. 

Sometimes, it can be difficult to think about what to do or how to do it. This handout is meant to 

encourage people to anticipate and plan, and to provide some guidance about what to include in 

the plans and suggestions about things that can be done.

Principle 2: Find ways to care for the person who died

Coming to terms with the loss of someone close is one of the hardest things anyone must do. 

Coming to terms with the loss is a personal process for which there is no prescription. However, 

it sometimes helps to have a way to think about this. The phrase “come to terms” literally means: 

“To confront squarely and come to understand fully and objectively”1 or “to become adjusted 

especially emotionally or intellectually.”2 One of the things that might help you come to terms with 

the death is to find ways to continue to care for the person you love, even though he or she is 

gone. You might want to find ways to honor the person, even as you miss them terribly. You might 

think of this as a way to meet your responsibilities to your loved one. We take care of people we 

love when they are alive. We are sensitive to their needs and try to respond as best we can.

1 http://www.thefreedictionary.com/come+upon
2 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/come%20to%20terms

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/come+upon
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/come%20to%20terms
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One way of thinking about a deceased friend, lover, parent or child, is that this person still has 

needs—it’s just that their needs are different from when they were alive. The needs of a living 

person change over time, and so do the needs of those who have died. This is because death is a 

natural part of life and a natural part of our relationships. Author CS Lewis says this in an eloquent 

way in the diary he wrote after his beloved wife died:



“For all pairs of lovers without exception, bereavement 

is a universal and integral part of our experience of love. 

It follows marriage as normally as marriage follows 

courtship or as autumn follows summer. It is not a 

truncation of the process but one of its phases; not the 

interruption of the dance, but the next figure. We are 

‘taken out of ourselves’ by the loved one while she is here. 

Then comes the tragic figure of the dance in which we 

must learn to be still taken out of ourselves though the 

bodily presence is withdrawn, to love the very Her, and 

not fall back to loving our past, or our memory, or our 

sorrow, or our relief from sorrow, or our own love.”

- CS Lewis, P .63.

CONNECT WITH CCG: 
http://complicatedgrief.columbia.edu 
@CompGrief
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Another example is parenting. Parents naturally change the way they care for a child as the child 

grows older. The needs of an infant differ from those of a toddler, an older child, an adolescent, 

and an adult child. However, following each of these transitions, including the one to adulthood, 

the parenting role remains important. If the parent is still living when a child dies, this is another 

transition. Parents might want to consider how best to parent a child who has died.

When a person you love dies, you lose someone whom you have taken care of, and someone 

who has taken care of you. You don’t necessarily stop taking care of them when they die. Instead, 

you might want to think about their needs in a different way. You know best how to identify the 

specific needs of the person you love, so it is not possible to list these here. However, if you are 

having trouble with the concept, here are some examples: Sometimes deceased people may need 

you to honor them, to take time to remember their achievements, their accomplishments, their 

love and caring, or other admired traits or actions. Sometimes a deceased loved one may need 

you to let them go, to acknowledge their new status, and not try to bring them back. A deceased 

person may need you to visit them at their final resting place, or to tend to that place. You know 

your loved one best and it is a good idea to take time to think about how to continue to care for 

them in any of these or other ways. Holidays and other difficult times are especially good times to 

focus on how you can best care for the person who died. Keep in mind that how you do this often 

changes over time.

You might plan a trip to the final resting place. You might want to do this alone or with someone 

close. You might take time during a family celebration to acknowledge the person who died—a 

moment of silence, sharing of memories, a ritual such as lighting or extinguishing a candle. You 

might plan a party for the friends of the person who died. You might make a donation on this 

occasion. You might decide to honor the person who died by going to a place she or he especially 

liked or by watching a movie with her favorite actor, or one that made her laugh. The way you 

decide to honor this person depends on what you decide her needs are at this time. Try to think 

this through as best as possible.
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Here are some reasons you might have trouble planning how to care for your deceased loved one. 

People with complicated grief are often bitter and angry about the death. They may resist the idea 

that they are still responsible for someone who died. Sometimes the idea of thinking about what 

someone might need after they died just serves as a painful reminder of the fact of the death, 

and this activates a feeling of resentment. The bereaved person might think, “They are dead. They 

don’t need anything anymore. I would give my heart and soul for this not to be true.” This thought 

focuses only on the idea of another person as alive. It is true that they are not alive, but it is also 

true that death is an integral part of life and that we have a continued relationship with a person 

who died, especially someone who has been very close. A person to whom we are very close 

occupies a place in our mind and affects us physically and mentally. Their death does not bring 

an end to their influence upon us. It does change the nature of that influence. It is impossible to 

simply stop caring about a loved one because they have died, even if you wanted to do that, and 

most people with complicated grief do not want that at all. So it might make sense to think of ways 

to care for the person.

Principle 3: Find pleasurable activities for yourself and other people who are still alive.

In addition to taking care of the deceased, it is important to remember that you need and deserve 

to restore pleasure and satisfaction in your life. You need to rethink your own plans and build in 

activities that provide the possibility of happiness and joy. Holidays or other celebrations are good 

times to look for small things that can be fun or pleasurable. Difficult times are also opportunities 

to find moments of joy for yourself and also to share with loved ones who are still living.

Positive emotions are very important during the mourning process. Positive emotions help us 

think more clearly and solve problems more effectively. They have beneficial physical effects 

on blood pressure, immune functioning and overall health. Difficult times are usually periods of 

celebration or of marking a new transition associated with new growth and development. Even 

the anniversary of the death of a loved one can be a time to remember the things you loved 

about her or him. Holidays, birthdays and other anniversaries are often sad because they are 
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reminders that your loved one is gone. However, the sadness in this recognition comes because 

of the pleasure and joy intrinsic to these times. You would not feel as sad about thinking your 

loved one was missing out on something difficult or stressful. So, in addition to missing your loved 

one, try to find ways to allow yourself and your remaining loved ones to experience the positive 

feelings. Enjoy the Hanukkah lights, the Christmas tree or the Kwanzaa celebration. Share the 

warmth and love of the people around you. Plan to go to a special performance or take a walk in 

the snow. Try to think about things that you can truly enjoy, even if it’s only for a few minutes, in 

the midst of your sorrow.

If you find it difficult to think about ways to enjoy yourself, here are some reasons why that might 

happen. Sometimes people with complicated grief suffer from survivor guilt—a feeling that they 

should not have fun or experience good things because a person they love very much can no 

longer experience joy or happiness. This is unfortunate since it is clear that this is unfair to you, and 

really it is unfair to your deceased loved one as well. Someone who loves you would not want you 

to deprive yourself in this way. Most people know this, but it can be difficult to feel it emotionally. 

You might not be able to simply stop feeling it, but you might want to try to stop survivor guilt 

from taking control of your life. Other things that get in the way of having pleasure and joy are 

the idea that the more you enjoy something, the more you want to share it with the person who 

died, and the more you miss them. Sometimes people with complicated grief feel a kind of bitter 

resentment that makes them convinced they have been treated unfairly and their life can never be 

happy again. It is a good idea to try to rethink these ideas, or at least put them aside long enough 

to have some moments of pleasure, even if brief. 

Principle 4: Take care of yourself and let others take care of you.

Remember that even if you are well prepared, difficult times are just that. They are times that are 

likely to trigger painful emotions. Difficult times are filled with reminders of the person who died, 

and most people experience more waves of grief than at other times of the year. It’s a good idea 
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to be aware of this and to think about how you can soothe yourself as best you can. Think about 

the kinds of things that help you when you are feeling down. Make a list of these. Plan to do them. 

Be sure to do what you can to soothe the pain you expect to feel. Be sure that you put yourself on 

the list of people you are planning to take care of. You might want to lower your expectations of 

yourself and give yourself time and permission to feel sad. You might want to be sure you don’t 

over-plan and that you don’t expect yourself to be a cheery host or take on too many obligations. 

Accept help from friends and family. You might want to build in some down time. You might want 

time alone so you have the time and space to feel the sadness and longing for the person who 

died, or you might want to plan lots of activities because you feel better when you are distracted. 

It’s up to you.

We are talking about times that are, by definition, difficult and painful. It’s a good idea to 

acknowledge this and to consider how to soothe this pain to the best of your ability. Intense pain 

is inevitable, but it’s not an end in itself. It is important to dose the pain, as well as you can. Respite 

provided by pleasure or enjoyment is one way to do this. Other ways are more directly related to 

comforting yourself when you are sad or upset. Think about things that help; a warm bath, a walk 

in the park, a good book, getting some exercise, being with other people, being alone, listening to 

music, having a cup of tea, going shopping, visiting a museum. These are some examples of things 

people sometimes do to feel better.

It’s also a good idea to let other people take care of you. Usually bereaved people have close 

friends and relatives who want to help. For people with complicated grief, it is often difficult to 

let others help. Try to find ways to do this. Let others take over activities that you find stressful or 

unpleasant. 

Try to lessen your burden. Accept the fact that you are not feeling well—you are not yourself. Let 

others step in. Maybe someone else can plan the party, take care of the kids, prepare meals, or 

do the laundry. Maybe someone else can help you decide what will help you relax or have fun. 

Think about what you would like someone else to do. Consider asking someone to do one of these 
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things. Try to bring others into your life in a helpful way, even if you are not feeling as connected 

to them as you have in the past.

One of the most common barriers to taking care of oneself is failing to prioritize self-care as an 

important activity. This failure can be a result of excessive worry about taking care of others, and 

accompanying neglect of oneself. Sometimes people with complicated grief feel guilty if they care 

about heir own wellbeing—perhaps because of survivor guilt or because of a feeling, even an 

irrational one, that you did not take good enough care of your loved one. Sometimes, the problem 

is feeling ashamed of having a need for care. You might consider the fact that letting someone 

else take care of you can be a gift to them. You might want to remember that to be an effective 

caregiver, it is important to take care of yourself first. Like they tell you on an airplane “put on your 

own oxygen mask first.”

Difficulty letting other people take care of you may have similar roots as the resistance to self-care. 

But it can be hard to let other people take care of you even if you don’t have problems taking care 

of yourself. People with complicated grief often feel like other people don’t understand them. 

Some are afraid that their neediness or their heightened emotionality will distress their friends 

and relatives. Some feel criticized by others or they feel embarrassed or ashamed of feeling so 

helpless. There is often a reality to the fact that others feel frustrated by people with complicated 

grief, because they don’t know how to help. It is a very good idea to try to let your friends help 

you in small ways. You might tell them you are still struggling with a difficult adjustment and you 

don’t know how much they can help, but you appreciate their desire to be helpful and there is 

something they could do that would make things easier for you. Then let them do something. 

Maybe it’s just to be there and listen. Maybe it’s helping with thank you notes. Maybe it’s making 

a meal. It’s good to let people help— especially during a difficult time.

EXPECTATIONS FOR YOURSELF AND OTHERS

Try to lower your expectations for yourself, focusing on the kinds of activities discussed in the 
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other sections of this handout. Take time for yourself. If you want to be alone in order to stay in 

touch with your feelings or to feel close to your deceased loved one, do that. Don’t expect yourself 

to carry on as usual. If you want someone with you, tell them. Don’t worry too much about whose 

feelings you are hurting if there is someone who is especially comforting to you. Be kind and 

gentle to yourself.

At the same time, don’t lower your expectations permanently. Give yourself a break, or a time out, 

but don’t tell yourself that your life can never be restored in a meaningful or satisfying way. Don’t 

give up on yourself. Keep in mind that as you move through difficult times, and as your grief begins 

to get back on track, your mourning will begin to progress to the point where you can find new 

possibilities of joy and satisfaction. You can continue to honor and care for the person who died 

without giving up your own life.

Try to manage your expectations of others as well. The likelihood is that difficult times are hard for 

others as well. People with complicated grief suffer the most, but there may be others bereaved 

by the same loss struggling as well. Or, others may be having a hard time knowing how to react 

to you or how to help. Emotions tend to be high and easily triggered to even higher levels during 

difficult times. It’s important to recognize this in yourself and in your friends and relatives.

It’s also worth remembering that others may not know the best thing to say to you or the best way 

to act. Many people who love and care about you may feel awkward in the presence of intense 

grief. They may be afraid of triggering strong emotion. They may feel helpless or awkward and 

this may lead to anxiety and avoidance. This is a time to be forgiving of people around you. Try to 

help them understand what you need. Try to be understanding when they say the wrong thing or 

say nothing at all. It’s important to find a way to get past this period of estrangement from your 

friends. Difficult times can provide an opportunity to reach out to others. Try to find ways to do 

this.
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OBSERVING AND NOTICING

Complicated grief is a very painful experience and people instinctively want to escape from the 

pain. However, this usually doesn’t work. At best, it is a short-term solution. In order to mourn 

successfully, people need to do a lot of readjusting. You need to acknowledge the finality of the 

loss of someone you love and wish was still here. Your mind naturally resists this process. You 

need to think about the consequences of their death for your relationship with that person and 

for your own future. This is not easy and inevitably comes with emotional pain. It seems that 

grief progresses most effectively when it follows a natural oscillating pattern of confronting the 

pain and setting it aside. So, rather than focusing all of your efforts on escaping from the pain, 

or feeling helpless to escape at all, it’s a good idea to learn to do some of each. The suggestions 

provided in this handbook can help you do this.

A tool that can be very helpful in this process is monitoring your emotions and your activities. If 

you make a plan to take care of yourself or to do something fun and pleasurable, ask yourself how 

much pleasure you think you will have, and then ask how much pleasure did you actually have? 

How strong was the grief during those periods? When the grief was strong, how did you handle 

that? What were you thinking and what did you do? Monitoring the thoughts and feelings you have 

during different activities (behaviors) you plan and carry out during difficult times can be helpful 

in better understanding the things that are bothering you, and in seeing how effective you are in 

taking care of yourself and experiencing positive emotions. We provide a work sheet for listing the 

activities you have planned and monitoring what happens when you do them.

Hopefully you will experience less intense grief over time. Taking control of how you spend difficult 

times can help in this process. This handout has some suggestions for how to think about these 

times, how to anticipate them and plan for them in a way that will be as positive as possible for 

you and your loved ones. 
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WORKSHEET 1: IDENTIFYING DIFFICULT TIMES

Below are some examples of times bereaved people find difficult. Think about how you feel on 

these days, and add others if you wish. Using the scale below, rate how difficult you expect each 

day to be and make notes about why.
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WORKSHEET 1: IDENTIFYING DIFFICULT TIMES PART 2
Below are some examples of times bereaved people find difficult. Think about how you feel on 

these days, and add others if you wish. Using the scale below, rate how difficult you expect each 

day to be and make notes about why.

Worksheets
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WORKSHEET 2: Planning Activitites 

Identify the difficult time and make a list of how you can plan to do things in each area
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WORKSHEET 3: Monitoring activites 

List your planned activities and rate the intensity of grief, the level of negative and positive 

emotions, on a scale from 0-10, where 0=none at all and 10=the highest you can imagine.

Then, list some of your thoughts or reactions, after you do these activities




