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Traditions are part of what makes a family a family. Daily routines and special rituals, when based on 
love and conscious respect for our children, provide a rhythm to life which is consistent enough to 
provide safety and security in a world full of new experiences and unpredictable events. 
 

Routines Rituals 

When: Daily or Weekly. Everyday life. When: Holidays, Seasons, Life Events 

What: How you move through your days. 
Predictable, reliable, easy to learn /do 

What: Special, memorable celebrations. 
Specific to your family / culture 

How they make kids feel: Safe, competent How they make kids feel: Special, loved 

Examples: 
• How they wake up in the morning 
• How you say goodbye when separating 

• How you reunite and share your day 
• Mealtimes – Do you eat together? 
• Bedtime Routine 

Examples: 
• Birthdays 
• Holidays: Memorial Day, Fourth of July, 

Thanksgiving, religious & cultural holidays 
• Life events: first day of school, tooth fairy, 

graduation, etc. 

Hint from an experienced parent:  
Keep it short and simple! 
Break things down into clear steps, then 
teach them to your child 

Hint from an experienced parent:  
Make it special, but not too elaborate or 
expensive. It needs to be easy to repeat if you 
want it to be a tradition. 

How you know a routine is working for your 
family: It makes everyone’s life calmer and 
more enjoyable. You don’t have to reinvent 
the wheel every day because everyone knows 
how things work. 

How you know a ritual is working for your 
family: It feels special, and meaningful and 
fun to you too. If you’re overwhelmed with 
stress trying to do something, think about how 
to simplify to focus on what’s important. 

 

Developing Family Traditions 

When you have young children, you have a great opportunity to put some clear intention into developing 
traditions that work for you. Here’s some questions you might reflect on: 

• What traditions were important to your family when you were growing up? Do you want to keep 
those traditions? Or change them? If you’re parenting with a partner, what family traditions had 
meaning to them? How would you feel about incorporating those traditions?  

• What is your cultural background? How might that be the same or different from other people in 
your child’s community? What has helped you connect to your cultural identity? What are some 
cultural traditions that resonate with you?  

• What values are you hoping to teach your child? When we make a ritual out of something, it tells 
our children what is most important to us, so focus on your goals first, then think about how the 
tradition reflects those priorities. 

• What would give you joy? If there’s something you want to celebrate just because you think it 
would make you happy, go for it! 



Some Examples 

One parent had worked at a roller rink as a young adult, and she saw lots of birthday parties where 
there were so many guests that kids seemed to forget whose birthday they were supposed to be 
celebrating. She decided that she would always have small birthday parties at home for her kids. Her 
rule became: one guest per year old… so a five year old invites their five best buddies. 

One family went trick or treating on a very cold Halloween night, and an older couple was handing out 
hot cider to all the adults accompanying the children. When that family moved to a new house with a 
porch, they made the commitment to pay forward this favor, and hand out hot drinks every year. 

One newlywed couple spent Christmas morning at a relative’s house. There were a huge number of 
presents under the tree. The morning began with the children descending all at once, in a feeding frenzy 
of unwrapping that was over in a few minutes. In that moment the couple decided that wasn’t what they 
wanted their Christmas morning to be, so they’ve worked over the years to develop quieter, slower 
traditions, with fewer presents, and more connections. 

One family’s routine is Sunday dinner with the grandparents. Their ritual is that when it’s someone’s 
birthday, they get to request a specific menu, and the family puts up the traditional birthday banner. In 
2020, during coronavirus, the grandparents still hung the banner on the wall so all could see it on Zoom. 

What the traditions are doesn’t matter, really. What matters is that there are traditions. They give a 
sense of belonging, and a sense of identity to the family: “this is who we are and how we do things.” 

Pitfalls to Avoid 

Rigidity:  Making comfortable routines into absolute and unbreakable rules takes away all their benefits, 
leaving a controlling, oppressive feeling.  Balance consistency with flexibility. 

Obligatory Rituals: Change or eliminate rituals which feel forced, which are no longer enjoyable, or which 
only create pressure, busyness or guilt. 

Keeping up with the Neighbors: It’s OK if your traditions are different from their friend’s families! When 
your child says “How come my friend does this and we don’t” you can explain your family culture and 
how and why you make the choices that are right for you. 

Minimized Rituals: As anthropologist Brett Williams states: “Imagine a family where nothing was special - 
not meals, not bath time, not holidays, not birthdays.  Eventually, the children get the message that 
they’re not important, that life doesn’t mean much.” 

 

Reinforcing Traditions 
When you do these rituals, reinforce their power by reminding your child that they are traditions: “Every 
year, we go to the Fourth of July parade… we always stand when the veterans march by with the flag” 
or “remember, last year when you turned four years old, you found four balloons in the house – how 
many do you think you’ll find this year?” Tell them why you do those traditions: “I give you a book every 
year for your birthday because my dad gave me a book for my birthday every year” or “We always 
volunteer on Martin Luther King Jr. day because it’s important to work to make the world a better place.” 

Ideal traditions provide stability and sameness to everyday life and special moments through the years, 
yet are flexible and able to adapt to new situations, and always meaningful to those they serve. 
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