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Many treasured memories center around family ritu-
als. Rituals help us identify who we are both as an
individual and as a family; they provide something con-
stant, stable, and secure in a confusing world; they help us
make life cycle transitions; and they help us come together
during times of crisis. Rituals also help to create an aware-
ness of our connection with our ancestors and those who
will follow after us.

Rituals can range from eating meals together on a regu-
lar basis, to attending football games, or sitting with family
and friends at a large Thanksgiving dinner. According to
Harrar (2003, p. 28), family rituals make people “feel hap-
pier, better loved, and more strongly a part of families.”

“Developmental transitions provide opportunities, as
well as challenges, to negotiate routines and create mean-
ingful rituals that can enrich family life” (Fiese, 2006, p.
62). Families use different types of rituals as they move
from one stage of development to the next. Common ritu-
als that are used in each stage of the family life cycle are
described below.

Stage 1: Leaving Home (Single Young
Adults)

Because young adults are required to separate from
their family of origin at this time, it is common for them
to avoid family rituals or to unwillingly submit to involve-
ment. Examples of rituals that help ease the transition
from dependent child to independent adult include as-
signing chores that adolescents will soon have to do by
themselves, such as, balancing the checkbook, meal plan-
ning, grocery shopping, or doing dishes and laundry. One

study indicated that “teens who do such routine family
work as washing the dishes show more concern and care
for others” (Grusec, Goodnow, & Cohen, 1996 as cited in
Fiese, 2006, p. 58).

Stage 2: Marriage (The New Couple)

This stage represents the joining of two separate family
ritual systems, which usually produces a new, third sys-
tem. Bruess and Pearson (1997 as cited in Fiese, 2006, p.
47) describe “couple-time rituals. These included enjoy-
able activities such as sports, hobbies, games, and mov-
ies.” They describe togetherness rituals as times the couple
spends together regardless of the activity. Escape rituals, as
the name implies, are times when the couple leaves home
to get away from the pressures of daily living. Private code
rituals involve “routinely using nicknames or phrases that
hold meaning only for the couple” (Fiese, 2006, p. 48).

Stage 3: Families with Young Children

With the first baby comes the transition to parenthood
and the development of childcare rituals. These rituals
tend to recur with the birth of each child, and therefore,
become the way to act when a baby arrives. Young children
thrive on rituals; in fact, they need them for security. Par-
ents use them to provide order and routine during one of
the busiest times in their lives. Examples of common ritu-
als during this stage are feeding, bathing, nap time, diaper
changing, story reading, and bedtime.

Mealtime routines are important to many families.
Mealtime can be a time for family bonding and teaching.
For example, parents can teach their children about cul-
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tural mores and social etiquette, such as telling the children
to say, “Please pass the food,” “Thank you,” and “Excuse
me” (Fiese, 2006, p. 10). According to Fiese (2006), chil-
dren in families who eat meals together develop a stronger
vocabulary, are better adjusted behaviorally, and have a re-
cord of higher academic performance. Another researcher
(Eisenberg et al., 2004, as cited in Fiese, 2006, p. 57) found
that the “frequency of family meals was associated with
better grades and less cigarette, alcohol, and marijuana
use.” Although other factors should be considered, Fiese
said, “The point is that the seemingly mundane and appar-
ently unconscious aspects of family routines are rooted in
cultural expectations for child growth and development”
(2006, p. 15).

Stage 4: Families with Adolescents

Routines and rituals are important to maintain as
children become teenagers. Routines help families with
adolescents manage busy schedules and coordinate con-
structive activities. They offer a way for parents and teens
to remain connected with one another and enjoy activi-
ties that all members of the family find pleasurable. They
also give the adolescent a “sense of belonging to a group”
(Fiese, 2006, p. 59).

Stage 5: Launching Children and Moving On
Women often devote more of their energies to a career
at this time. E. Goffman said that access, maintenance,
and ratificatory rituals may help dual-career couples stay
connected. Access rituals are behavioral signs of affection
when reconnecting with each other. They can include kiss-
ing, hugging, hellos, and so forth. Tension and exhaustion
are likely to cause hostile exchanges during reconnection.
Access rituals help spouses know how the other is feeling
and provide a transition time to let go of negative experi-
ences and feelings from work and reconnect with posi-
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tive feelings for loved ones. Maintenance rituals involve
planning and prioritizing time to be alone together. They
invigorate the marriage relationship. Ratificatory rituals
provide a way to acknowledge the help of each partner
in the attainment of a goal. A special evening out to cel-
ebrate a promotion at work is an example of a ratificatory
ritual.

Stage 6: Families in Later Life

Contact with extended family members is very im-
portant during these years. Family rituals that provide a
way of reviewing the family’s history help fulfill the older
generation’s need to survive while accepting their mortal-
ity. Telling stories based on family events such as births or
deaths, exciting or difficult times, or funny things that have
happened helps to build a bridge between generations.
Symbols of important ritual events abound in homes of
elderly family members. On mantels, desks, dressers, and
refrigerators are photographs, items grandchildren have
made, bronzed baby shoes, dried flowers, and other sen-
timental keepsakes. These are ritual symbols of treasured
times.

References

Fiese, B. H., Tomcho, T. J., Douglas, M., Josephs, K., Pol-
trock, S., & Baker, T. (2002). A review of 50 years of re-
search on naturally occurring family routines and ritu-
als: Cause for celebration? Journal of Family Psychology,
16 (4), 381-390.

Fiese, B. H. (2006). Family routines and rituals. New Haven:
Yale University.

Goffman, E. (1971). Relations in public: Microstudies of the
public order. New York: Basic Books.

Harrar, S. (2003). Family rituals bring comfort and joy.
Prevention, 55 (7), 28 [On-line]. Available: Academic
Search Premier database.

Visit Ohio State University Extension’s web site “Ohioline” at: http://ohioline.osu.edu

Ohio State University Extension embraces human diversity and is committed to ensuring that all educational programs conducted by
0SU Extension are available to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis without regard to race, color, age, gender identity or expression,
disability, religion, sexual orientation, national origin, or veteran status.

Keith L. Smith, Associate Vice President for Agricultural Administration and Director, Ohio State University Extension

TDD No. 800-589-8292 (Ohio only) or 614-292-1868

August 2007—3470

Copyright © 2007, The Ohio State University



