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DISCOVERING THE MAGIC: WHAT
IS THE TRADITION OF ELF ON
SHELF?

Every holiday season, millions of families
across the globe welcome a mischievous
little visitor into their homes. This pint-
sized  scout,  with  its  rosy  cheeks  and
impish  grin,  arrives  without  warning,
perches  in  unexpected  places,  and

reportedly  flies  back  to  the  North  Pole
each night to deliver a report to Santa
Claus.  If  you  have  children,  or  if  you
spend any time on social media between
late November and Christmas morning,
you have almost certainly encountered
this phenomenon. But for the uninitiated,
a  pressing  question  remains:  what  is
the tradition of Elf on the Shelf? At
its  core,  the  tradition  is  a  modern
interactive  holiday  ritual  designed  to
build  anticipation  and  encourage  good
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behavior  in  the  weeks  leading  up  to
Christmas. However, it has evolved into
a  cultural  sensation  that  blends
storytelling,  parental  creativity,  and  a
hefty dose of whimsical fun. This article
will  explore  the  origins,  the  rules,  the
reasons  behind  its  massive  popularity,
and  the  creative  ways  families  have
made this tradition their own.

THE ORIGIN STORY: HOW A
SIMPLE BOOK SPARKED A
GLOBAL PHENOMENON

To understand what is the tradition of
Elf  on  the  Shelf  today,  we  must  first
look back to its humble beginnings. The
tradition  is  actually  a  very  recent
invention,  unlike ancient  customs such
as  hanging  stockings  or  decorating
trees. It was created by Carol Aebersold

and her daughter, Chanda Bell, who co-
authored a self-published children's book
titled The Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas
Tradition in 2005.
The  story  was  inspired  by  a  family
tradition  from  Carol's  own  childhood,
where a special elf would visit and report
back to Santa. The mother-daughter duo
recognized the potential for this idea to
resonate with other families. Along with
the rhyming picture book, they packaged
a small, elf-like doll with a distinct "Scout
Elf" look. The book explains the rules of
the  tradition  in  a  charming,  narrative
format. It tells children that Santa sends
his elves to watch over them during the
day and report back on their  behavior
every night.  The elf  then returns to  a
new spot  in  the  house  each  morning,
creating a  fun game of  hide-and-seek.
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The product was originally sold at local
gift  shops,  but  after  a  feature on The
Today Show  and a  spot  on The View,
sales skyrocketed. By 2008, The Elf on
the  Shelf  had  become  a  national
bestseller,  and  it  has  remained  a
dominant  force  in  holiday  retail  ever
since.

THE CORE MECHANICS: HOW THE
TRADITION WORKS

Once you grasp what is the tradition
of Elf on the Shelf based on the official
s t o r y ,  t h e  r u l e s  a r e  q u i t e
straightforward. The tradition is built on
a few key pillars designed to create a
month-long  narrative  of  magic  and
anticipation.

The Arrival and
the Naming
Ceremony
The tradition typically begins sometime
between  Thanksgiving  and  the  first  of
December. The elf  simply appears one
morning, having arrived from the North
Pole.  The  official  book  encourages
families to give their elf a name. This act
of  naming  personalizes  the  elf  and
strengthens the child's connection to the
character.  Some  families  even  create
e l abo ra te  we l come  l e t t e r s  o r
"breakfasts" for the elf on its first day.
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The Cardinal
Rule: No
Touching!
The most important and non-negotiable
rule of the tradition is that children are
not allowed to touch the elf. According to
the legend, if a child touches the elf, it
loses its  magic  and will  be unable to  fly
back to the North Pole. The only way to
restore its magic is to sprinkle cinnamon
near the elf (a common remedy shared
in parenting forums) or to write a sincere
apology letter to Santa. This rule serves
two purposes:  it  protects  the  elf  from
being  played  with  and  potentially
broken,  and it  maintains  the  sense  of

mystery and otherworldliness. The elf is
a witness, not a toy.

The Nightly
Journey and
Daily
Disappearing Act
Every night while the family sleeps, the
elf  is  said  to  magically  fly  to  the  North
Pole. There, it  reports to Santa on the
day's events, both good and bad. Before
dawn,  the  elf  returns  and  finds  a  new
spot  in  the  house  to  perch.  The  new
location  is  often  silly,  precarious,  or
involved  in  some  playful  activity.
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Common  spots  include  sitting  in  a
kitchen  cupboard,  hanging  from  a
chandelier, or "fishing" in a fishbowl. The
arrival  of  the elf  in  a  new place each
morning is the daily moment of joy and
discovery for children.

The Departure
on Christmas Eve
The  tradition  concludes  on  Christmas
Eve.  The  elf  makes  its  final  trip  to  the
North  Pole  with  Santa  to  help  him
prepare for the journey. The elf does not
return until the following holiday season.
Many families  have a  special  goodbye
for their elf, such as a farewell letter or a
small treat left for the elf as a thank you.
The  el f 's  departure  s ignals  that

Christmas  has  finally  arrived,  marking
the  end  of  the  waiting  period.

WHY DID THIS TRADITION
BECOME SO POPULAR?

The success of what is the tradition of
Elf on the Shelf is a fascinating case
study in modern marketing and family
culture. It is not an ancient custom, yet it
has  been  adopted  with  remarkable
speed and enthusiasm. Several  factors
explain its meteoric rise.

A Tool for
Behavior
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Management
The  primary  selling  point  for  many
parents  is  the elf's  role  as a behavior
monitor. The idea that a magical scout is
watching  and  reporting  back  to  Santa
provides  a  powerful  incentive  for
children  to  be  kind,  listen  to  their
parents,  and  avoid  the  "naughty  list."
While  the  effectiveness  of  this  tactic  is
debated, there is no denying that many
parents appreciate having a lighthearted
tool to encourage good behavior during
the chaotic holiday season. The phrase
"the  elf  is  watching"  has  become  a
common refrain in countless households.

The Rise of
Social Media and
Creative
Competition
The explosion of social media platforms
like Instagram, Pinterest, and Facebook
was  a  critical  factor.  Parents  began
sharing photos of their elves in creative,
funny,  or  elaborate  scenarios.  What
started as a simple hiding game quickly
transformed into a platform for artistic
expression.  Parents  began  staging
elaborate  scenes  of  the  elf  baking
cookies,  having  a  snowball  fight  with
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marshmallows,  or  even  getting  into
minor mischief.  The pressure to create
the most  imaginative scene became a
source  of  lighthearted  competition
among friends and in  online parenting
groups.  This  user-generated  content
acted  as  free  marketing,  showing
millions  of  parents  just  how  fun  and
engaging the tradition could be.

Creating Family
Rituals and
Anticipation
In an increasingly digital and fast-paced
world, families crave shared rituals. The
Elf on the Shelf provides a daily moment

of  connection  and  wonder.  Each
morning,  children  rush  to  find  the  elf,
which becomes a shared family activity.
This daily search builds anticipation for
Christmas in a concrete, interactive way.
It  extends  the  magic  of  Christmas
beyond just Christmas morning, creating
a  whole  season  of  excitement.  The
tradition gives children a visible, tangible
link to the abstract idea of Santa Claus.

CREATIVE IDEAS FOR YOUR ELF'S
ADVENTURES

Understanding what is the tradition of
Elf on the Shelf often leads parents to
wonder  how they can keep the magic
alive for  the entire  month.  Coming up
with 24 or more unique hiding spots and
activities  can  be  daunting.  Here  are
several popular categories and ideas to



8

8 What Is The Tradition Of Elf On Shelf 2022-09-28

inspire you.

Classic Hiding
Spots

Perched on a shelf staring at the
family.
Sitting inside a Christmas wreath.
Peeking out from a kitchen cabinet
or drawer.
Riding a ceiling fan (make sure it's
off!).
Hiding in the refrigerator next to a
carton of milk.

Messy and
Themed Scenes

Baking: The elf has spilled flour
and is holding a tiny spoon.
Fishing: The elf is sitting by a
bowl of goldfish crackers with a
string and a paperclip.
Camping: The elf has made a
small tent out of a blanket and
marshmallows.
Movie Night: The elf is sitting
with a bowl of popcorn watching a
tiny screen (a phone or tablet).
Toilet Papering: The elf has
unrolled the toilet paper roll in the
bathroom.



What Is The Tradition Of Elf On Shelf 9

9

Kindness and
Educational
Ideas

The elf holds a note suggesting a
random act of kindness for the
day.
The elf is reading a book.
The elf is doing a math problem on
a small whiteboard.
The elf left supplies for a craft
project.

CRITICISMS, CONTROVERSIES,
AND ALTERNATIVES

While the tradition is beloved by many, it

is  not  without  its  critics.  A  growing
conversation  around  what  is  the
tradition of Elf on the Shelf includes
a look at its potential drawbacks and the
ethical questions it raises.

The "Naughty
List" Anxiety
Some  child  development  experts  and
parents  express  concern  that  the  elf's
primary function as a "snoop" can create
anxiety in sensitive children. The idea of
being  watched  constantly,  even  by  a
magical friend, can feel stressful rather
than comforting. Critics argue that it can
promote  a  transactional  view  of  good
behavior (be good only because you are
being  watched)  rather  than  teaching
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intr insic  values  of  kindness  and
generosity.  For  some  families,  this
a s p e c t  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  f e e l s
counterproductive  to  the  spirit  of  the
season.

The Pressure on
Parents
The  social  media-driven  creativity  has
also created a burden for many parents.
The pressure to come up with a new,
photo-worthy idea every single night for
a month can be overwhelming, leading
to stress and a feeling of "failure" if the
elf  simply  sits  in  the same spot  for  a
second day. This has been dubbed "Elf
on the Shelf burnout." Many parents feel
they have signed up for  a daily chore

rather than a joyful tradition.

Adapting the
Tradition to Fit
Your Family
Because what is the tradition of Elf
on the Shelf  is  ultimately  a personal
family choice, many have adapted it to
alleviate these concerns. Some families
remove the "reporting" aspect entirely,
presenting the elf simply as a fun hide-
and-seek game. Instead of focusing on
behavior, the elf might bring small treats
or leave notes with compliments. Others
use  a  "Kindness  Elf"  who  encourages
acts  of  giving  rather  than  monitoring
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behavior.  There  is  no  official  rule  book
outside of the brand's story. The most
important  thing  is  that  the  tradition
brings joy, not stress, to the household.

CONCLUSION: A NEW TRADITION
WITH LASTING MAGIC

In just under two decades, what is the
tradition  of  Elf  on  the  Shelf  has
transformed from a self-published book
into  a  global  holiday  staple.  It  is  a
testament  to  the  enduring  power  of
imagination,  the  desire  for  family
connection, and the universal appeal of
believing in a little bit of magic. Whether
you  embrace  the  full  narrative  with

nightly  reports  to  Santa or  you create
your  own  gentle,  playful  version,  the
tradition  offers  a  unique  way  to  count
down the days to Christmas. It turns the
waiting into an active game, fills a home
with  laughter,  and  creates  memories
that children will carry with them for a
lifetime.  The  elf  may  be  simple  in
concept, but its ability to spark wonder
and creativity is anything but ordinary.
The magic, as always, is not in the toy
itself, but in the joy it inspires within a
family.  So,  as  the  holiday  season
approaches, you might just find yourself
asking: what is the tradition of Elf on
the Shelf in your home? The answer is
entirely up to you.


