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Holiday Support Guide: The Winter Holidays

Sometimes, the holidays can be challenging, especially when you are trying to conceive.  Families often gather together to catch up, and children are typically the focus of attention (either the ones physically present, or in the form of the typical ‘So when are you going to start trying?’ question).  It does not matter if you welcome the holiday as a celebration, or you experience more solemn emotions.  They are your emotions; they are perfect, and normal.  (Grief is a common emotion and process around the holidays, at the bottom of the article I have also posted a second one, focusing on the grief process specifically.)

The winter holidays focus on gifts of family, heritage, and faith.  While this is a time of reflection and celebration, some of the traditions may cause sadness and anxiety.  Exchanging gifts with children, and watching them celebrate such a festive season can trigger many unexpected, and unwelcome emotions.  While we cannot eliminate the sadness and anxiety completely, we can prepare and create new traditions that are a bit more conducive to your situation.  

Here are some brief suggestions to help prepare and cope with the holidays (while they are similar to the Thanksgiving suggestions, please consider trying all of them again as the focus on these particular holidays tend to be a little more child oriented):

1. Be your best friend:  You are not required to be anywhere or do anything you are not comfortable with.  You have to listen to yourself, and protect yourself.  If you feel that going to your cousin’s house with 15 children running around will be too anxiety provoking, then graciously thank them for the offer but let them know you have other plans.  You (and your partner, if you have one) must have a discussion before, outlining the most enjoyable and least stressful holiday scenario:  where will you celebrate?  How long will you stay?  

2. Prepare your script:  This does not mean you will have each conversation planned out, but come to a consensus beforehand.  How will you respond to the inevitable question, ‘so when will you have children of your own?’  If you have a couple of planned responses that you feel comfortable with, it will make the conversation a lot smoother, and quicker.  When we become anxious about answering a question, it can often lead to us revealing more than we would like, but if we are able to calmly deliver our planned responses, we can guide the direction of the conversation to another topic rather smoothly.  If you have told your family you are trying and seeking treatment, this tool also works.  They may ask ‘how are your cycles going?  What is new at the doctor’s office?’ and instead of giving them a play-by-play of your last blood draws, you could have similar, planned responses.

3. Throw yourself into the holiday:  What better way to focus on the positive, than to enjoy a beautiful holiday?  Try cooking, or decorating the house.  Find a way to volunteer, or give back to the community.  If you are spending a quiet night with your partner, make a special meal and have a nice glass of wine (one or two won’t hurt!).  Get outside and take a walk, it is prime bird watching season as the chickadees are feasting for winter – just like us!

4. Create a new tradition:  If being surrounded by children opening gifts is too much at this point, create a new tradition with your partner/friends.  Do something more adult-oriented that is festive, but not necessarily revolving around gift opening.  This is a wonderful opportunity to reconnect with the ones you love, while also receiving a bit of extra support.

5. Recognize and honor the emotions, but celebrate with family: This may be an opportunity to use as motivation for your cycles.  Try to take it all in.  Take a mental image of the smiles and laughter, and when you are experiencing a challenging moment later on, remember those smiles and what it is that you are working towards.  You are doing all of this so that you can have those moments, those smiles, for yourself.  

Please remember it is incredibly important to protect your emotions, and if that means removing yourself from a situation that could be too challenging, then do it! We just need to get a bit creative, and open ourselves to new traditions and opportunities!  For additional support, we have attached a few handouts and exercises designed to help you through challenging moments. 

Understanding Grief

We often experience many moments of joy with the help of Dr. Rob and the rest of the CNY Fertility Family, whether it be in Syracuse, Rochester, or Albany.  However, sometimes there are low moments of pain and grief.  This is unfortunately natural in the world of fertility and creating families.  Although we would love for the joy to stay, we unfortunately cannot control what happens.  So what do we do when we experience a loss?  We have to grieve.  

The grief process is different for everyone, and there isn’t a set timeline or protocol to follow.  It is extremely individualized and is completely dependant on the needs of those experiencing pain.  According to the Kübler-Ross model, there are typically 5 stages experienced during the grieving process:

1. Denial: This occurs with the initial shock of the situation.  It may occur when you first hear ‘I’m sorry but the test was negative’ or when you first discover you need help creating your family.  Naturally we will say to ourselves, or even out loud ‘No, it can’t be.’ or ‘I know you are wrong, check again’.  Our mind resorts to denial initially to protect ourselves from the reality of the situation.  We find ourselves grasping for any sort of flaw in what we are being told, in order to prove to ourselves that it isn’t true.  Once the denial lifts and we begin to absorb what has happened, we tend to recognize our loss and the impact it will have on our lives.  In the case of a miscarriage you may begin to think of what the child’s life would have been like, and the plans you had made for your family.  This leads us to the next stage in grief, anger.

2. Anger:  After denial of the situation and the beginning realization of the loss, it is common to feel angry.  Angry with yourself, those around you, and quite often God, or whatever spiritual being you associate yourself with.  The anger comes when we realize our plans have been changed, and we will not have the life we imagined before the loss.  During this stage it is common to feel angry towards those that are closest to you, even your spouse.  You may feel they are not grieving properly or at all. This is ok, they may be in a different stage than you, or they may manifest their feelings differently.  It is extremely important to realize that they are grieving, and they are in pain, it is just not the same as yours.  It is also important to note that men and women often experience a drastically different grief process.  After the anger subsides it is common to begin the stage of bargaining.

3. Bargaining:  Often bargaining occurs with the self, or with God.  You may find yourself saying ‘Just let me have my child back’ or ‘Please just tell me what I can do to fix this situation’.  Although we know we cannot change what has happened, this is another defense mechanism of the mind, body, and spirit to make absolutely sure there is no reversing the situation.  This is similar to denial in that we are not ready to accept the loss.

4. Depression:  During the fourth stage, depression, we begin to realize and acknowledge the loss.  This is the most painful stage and it can feel like it will never end.  Often we can experience not just emotional and spiritual pain, but actual physical pain as well.  This stage is the acknowledgement of the loss, and the recognition of the emptiness felt.  It is often accompanied by crying, feelings of abandonment, and wanting to withdraw from others.  This is an incredibly important time of the grief process and it is not recommended to ‘cheer the person up’ or try and distract them with other things.  To truly mourn the loss, it is important to feel the depression, as difficult as that may be.

5. Acceptance:  Once the depression lifts, you may feel a lift in your spirits as well.  It is not that you have forgotten what has happened, or that you are any less upset about the loss.  Instead, acceptance signifies that you have grieved, and felt each step of the grieving process and now you are looking for hope and a way to remember while moving on at the same time.  Common ways to describe this stage are ‘I can’t change what happened, I have to learn to live with it’ or ‘I will never forget, but I need to be able to live as well’.  This is a time where you may want to be alone again, and that is OK.  It can be difficult to navigate these new feelings of ‘being OK’.  You may feel guilty about trying to conceive again, or about taking some time for yourself.  This is a stage of balancing grief, with life.  While you may accept what happened and feel a little more comfortable about moving on with your life, it does not mean that you have forgotten, or that the pain will go away.  You will still feel the pain of loss, however it will not be as intense as it was in the beginning, and you will be able to place it in better perspective now that you have accepted the situation.

While you are reading through the above stages, they may appear to make sense chronologically.  However, remember that everyone grieves differently and in different stages.  You may experience depression before anger, or you may skip a step completely.  However it occurs is right for you.  The important part is that you feel each step.  As painful as it is, that is the only way to fully acknowledge and accept the loss you have experienced.  You will also be able to mend the relationship with yourself, your spouse, family, and God (if this is appropriate) while you grieve, because unfortunately relationships can suffer as well during a loss.

If you are experiencing a loss please constantly remind yourself that your grieving process is unique, and is best for you.  Also, remember that we are always here for you and you have a large family here at CNY to support you.  

Resources and Helpful Capacities

These are character traits and resources that will help you move through any challenging moment.

1. Resources:


a. The will to heal:  Dedication and devotion to your own healing.

b. Being a good life manager:  Becoming knowledgeable about your needs and limitations and creating a life that is as healthy and supportive as possible.

c. Your capacities:  Inner qualities like courage and compassion (listed below).

d. Caring people in your life: People who accept and respect you.  

e. Good physical health and energy:  It is common, especially in this situation to have a number of medical issues to deal with.  If we work towards staying as healthy as possible, we will have more time and energy to work on the emotional.

f. Healthy spirituality:  This might involve several different things: 

i. Capacity to find the light within yourself.

ii. Spiritual Path

iii. Spiritual community where you feel welcome, and where people do their best to integrate spirituality into their daily lives.

g. A caring partner: This can be essential, and it does not have to be a spouse, or even human!

h. Help with your various needs: Your healthcare team, holistic team, family, and friends.  Your entourage that will get you through difficult times.

i. Living in balance:  Healing trauma and accepting/honoring loss is challenging, but it is not as bad as unhealed trauma.  We need to counteract the challenging with good, fun, enjoyable activities.

2. Helpful Capacities

a. Awareness

b. Curiosity

c. Courage

d. Discernment

e. Compassion

f. Prudence

g. Hope

h. Humor

i. Love

j. Resourcefulness

k. Resiliency

l. Strength

m. Trust

(The above exercise adapted from Healing from Trauma by Jasmin Cori, MS, LPC)

Assessing Your Resources

This exercise is designed to help you take stock of your resources and your resource needs.  

1. Name as many people as you can who are positive resources in your life.

2. Without trying to prioritize them, make a list of as many capacities or qualities that you can think of that are helpful to you in your journey.

3. Reread the above list and identify three that are most important.

4. Identify a quality or capacity you wish you had but that feels either absent or underdeveloped.  How could you support this?

5. Consider some of the resources listed above and assess these for yourself.  On a scale of one to ten (with ten being most developed), where are you in terms of your:

a. Dedication to healing?

b. Practicing balance in your life?

c. Health?

d. Lifestyle practices that support good health?

e. Financial resources?

f. Spiritual resources?

g. Having good people and appropriate helpers?

6. Name three things you could do to improve resources that you would like to improve.

7. Do you need more information about some aspect of trauma or resources for healing trauma?  Be as specific as possible in identifying what kind of information you need, and then see if you can identify a place to look for that.

8. Do you need more support?

9. How can you be more nourishing to yourself?

10. What will you do to help you remember these resources?

(The above exercise adapted from Healing from Trauma by Jasmin Cori, MS, LPC)

Soothing List

“Infants who are distressed need soothing.  They can’t regulate themselves and need help calming down.  As adults recovering from trauma, when our nervous system is activated, we become flooded in a chemical wash of stress hormones and feel just as irritated as a baby.  We need soothing, too.

What each of us finds soothing is, of course, a matter of personal preference – which textures, sounds, kinds of touch, foods, kinesthetic experiences, and so on.  It’s important to know what is soothing for you.  We can refine our understanding of this by really listening to our body.  When does the body relax?  When does it go Ahhh?” (Cori, 160)
The following exercise will help you identify ways to self-soothe.

1. Name a texture you find comforting.

2. What is something you like to wear that feels comforting?

3. Name a couple of comfort foods.

4. What music or sounds do you find soothing? (Or do you prefer the absence of surrounding sound?)

5. Name an object that is comforting (yes, blankies count).

6. Name an animal and a way of being with that animal that is comforting to you.

7. Name a place you can go when you need soothing.

8. Name a person you find soothing.  Now another person.  Now get more specific.  How do you prefer contact with either of these people?  With what intention?

9. What activities (e.g., walking, swimming, hot tub, being held) are soothing to you?

10. Name a vacation setting that would be an immersion experience in self-soothing. 

(The above exercise adapted from Healing from Trauma by Jasmin Cori, MS, LPC)

Passion and Empathy  

The path returning to the self

Trauma and grief can make you feel like you have lost yourself.  You no longer react the same way, enjoy the same activities, or feel the same emotions.  You may feel like you were lost in the trauma.  This is unfortunate and painful, but normal.  Feeling lost and unlike yourself can make moving through the grief process more challenging, it is like you are trying to work through the emotions of trauma and preserve the old ‘you’ at the same time.  This can be exhausting.

If you are able to preserve a bit of yourself throughout the grief process, it will be easier to work through your emotions and find yourself at peace once again.  Two key elements to focus on are passion, and empathy.  

Passion is affection, enthusiasm, desire, deep interest, and love.  Retaining passion for something in your life throughout trauma gives meaning to the self outside of grief.  You have something else that makes you you.  You have something or someone to engage yourself with, and focus remaining energy in a positive way.  You have a goal and plan for each day.  

Empathy is the ability and willingness to understand and support someone else.  While it may seem that you only have enough energy and emotional capacity to recognize your loss, it is important to maintain an emotional connection with someone else.  This serves two purposes: 1.  You are accountable to someone else, because they love and depend on your support as a friend, family member or spouse.  2.  You retain self-confidence and self worth by actively supporting someone else. 

Both of these actions facilitate the retention of the self.  You are still you, regardless the severity of trauma.  You are not lost.  Now, let’s explore our sources of passion and empathy on the following worksheet.

Passion and Empathy  

The path returning to the self

List three things/people you are passionate about:

1.

2.

3.

List three people you are able to empathize with:

1.

2.

3.

List three promises you can make to yourself to facilitate the retention of passion and empathy everyday (i.e. I am passionate about reading, I promise 30 minutes of reading each day.):

1.

2.

3.

“…grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; 
courage to change the things I can;
and wisdom to know the difference.”
Reinhold Niebuhr

Grief is a physical, emotional, and spiritual response to a traumatic event resulting in loss.  Often those grieving will wrongfully hold themselves accountable for the traumatic event.  They will frequently blame themselves for circumstances beyond their control, as a means to justify the instance of loss – ‘there just has to be a reason’.  What does this misplaced responsibility do?  It shifts the emotional response away from a less ambiguous mourning of an unexpected event, to tangible feelings of guilt over wrongfully assumed responsibility.  This establishes a focal point for energy, and emotion.  However, accepting blame for a situation one had zero control over only masks the true, and healthy process of grieving.  It minimizes pain by masking it with regret.  In order to move through grief, it is essential to only take on responsibility for the event where it is appropriate. 

…accept the things I cannot change…

You had no control over the event.  This loss is not your fault, and it isn’t a result of something you chose to do or not do.  You would never intentionally place yourself in this amount of pain.  You could not anticipate this, and you cannot change this.  

…courage to change the things I can…

You have control over your emotions.  While it may feel as though they are wild and unpredictable, the mind is amazing, and fluid.  You can change the course of what you are experiencing emotionally; it just takes practice and patience.  

…and wisdom to know the difference…

The most challenging of the three; how can you discern between what you can and cannot change?  Walk yourself through the logic each time.  In the case of miscarriage the internal conversation may go something like this:  I suffered a miscarriage.  For some reason my body decided it was not the proper time or situation.  I did not want this to happen, I did not wish it to happen.  There is nothing I did that caused the miscarriage, I was actively supporting the pregnancy.  This is due to nature and biology.  It is not my fault.  

For each of the above statements, there is something you could say to convince yourself otherwise:  I did not do everything I should have.  I ate too much, I exercised too much, etc.  The list can be endless.  You have to actively affirm and convince yourself that you could not and cannot change what happened.  Your mind will naturally try to accept blame, but you have to pursue.   Recognize what you have control over: your response.  
What is the loss you are mourning?

List three ways that it was beyond your control:

1.

2.

3.

List three things you can change:

1.

2.

3.

How will you make these changes?  What is your plan?

If you are experiencing a loss please constantly remind yourself that your grieving process is unique, and is best for you.  Also, remember that we are always here for you and you have a large family here at CNY to support you.  

Please visit our online message boards at www.cnyhealingarts.com to meet other patients experiencing similar situations to yours.  We also have our monthly support groups at each office location.

If you would like to talk more about loss and the grieving process, please don’t hesitate to contact me, I am available via email and phone.

Lisa Stack, Support Coordinator, CNY Fertility Centers

Lstack@cnyfertility.com
315-744-8073

