
what is the elf on the shelf tradition

what is the elf on the shelf tradition is a question commonly asked during the holiday season as families seek to
understand and participate in this popular Christmas custom. The Elf on the Shelf tradition involves a special
scout elf sent from the North Pole to help Santa Claus manage his naughty and nice list. Each day, the elf
returns to a different spot in the home, creating a fun and engaging experience for children and adults alike. This
tradition has grown significantly since its introduction, blending storytelling, family interaction, and holiday
magic. Understanding the origins, rules, and variations of this custom can enhance the festive spirit and provide
meaningful holiday memories. This article will explore the history, purpose, rules, and creative ideas
surrounding the Elf on the Shelf tradition to provide a comprehensive overview.
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History and Origins of the Elf on the Shelf

The Elf on the Shelf tradition began as a children’s picture book written by Carol Aebersold and her daughter
Chanda Bell in 2005. This book introduced the concept of a scout elf who visits families each Christmas
season to observe children’s behavior and report back to Santa Claus. The idea quickly caught on, leading to
the creation of the accompanying elf doll that families could adopt and integrate into their holiday
celebrations. The tradition draws inspiration from older Christmas folklore about elves assisting Santa
Claus in the North Pole. Since its inception, the Elf on the Shelf has become a cultural phenomenon, appearing in
homes, schools, and community events across the United States and beyond.

The Book and Doll Combination

The original Elf on the Shelf package includes a storybook and a small elf doll that serves as the scout elf.
The book explains the elf’s backstory and the rules for its behavior within the household. The doll is designed
to be movable and placed in various locations around the home to surprise children each morning. This
interactive element has contributed to the tradition’s popularity, making it a unique holiday experience that
encourages family engagement and creativity.

Growth in Popularity

Since its release, the Elf on the Shelf tradition has expanded beyond the original book and doll set. Various
spin-offs, merchandise, and themed accessories have been introduced, including pets, clothes, and even digital
apps. The tradition now enjoys widespread recognition and has become a staple in many American holiday
celebrations, often featured in media and retail promotions during the Christmas season.

The Purpose and Meaning Behind the Tradition

The primary purpose of the Elf on the Shelf tradition is to encourage good behavior among children during the
holiday season by introducing an element of accountability. The elf acts as Santa’s eyes and ears, observing
children’s actions and reporting nightly to the North Pole. This concept helps reinforce the idea that kindness



and good manners are rewarded, while misbehavior may lead to consequences come Christmas.

Behavioral Incentive

The elf’s presence serves as a gentle reminder for children to be on their best behavior in the weeks leading up to
Christmas. Parents often use the elf as a tool to promote positive habits, such as sharing, listening, and
helping around the house. This motivational aspect is central to the tradition’s appeal for many families.

Family Bonding and Holiday Magic

Beyond behavior management, the Elf on the Shelf tradition fosters family bonding through shared excitement
and creativity. Parents and children work together to find new and imaginative places to hide the elf each night.
This ritual enhances the magic of the holiday season, creating joyful anticipation and memorable experiences
that contribute to the overall festive atmosphere.

How the Elf on the Shelf Tradition Works

The tradition operates on a simple but engaging premise: the elf arrives at the family home at the beginning of the
Christmas season and “watches” the children during the day. Each night, the elf returns to the North Pole to
report to Santa, then reappears in a different spot in the house by morning. Children wake up to find the elf in a
new location, encouraging daily excitement and interaction.

Adopting the Elf

Families typically begin the tradition by “adopting” their scout elf, often through purchasing the book and doll
set. The adoption process is usually marked by reading the story together, which establishes the elf’s role and
the rules it follows during its stay.

Daily Movement and Observation

Parents are responsible for moving the elf each night while children are asleep. The elf can be placed in creative
or humorous positions around the home, adding an element of surprise. Children are encouraged to avoid
touching the elf to maintain its magical powers, a rule often emphasized in the storybook.

Popular Elf on the Shelf Rules and Guidelines

Several core rules guide the Elf on the Shelf tradition, helping maintain its magical and behavioral purpose.
These guidelines ensure consistency and enhance the overall experience for families participating in the tradition.

The elf cannot be touched: To preserve its magic, children are told not to touch the elf. If touched, the1.
elf may lose its powers.

The elf moves every night: Parents move the elf to a new location each evening after children have gone2.
to bed.

The elf reports to Santa each night: The elf flies to the North Pole to give Santa an update on the3.
children’s behavior.

The tradition lasts until Christmas Eve: On Christmas Eve, the elf returns to the North Pole and does4.
not return until the next holiday season.



Additional Guidelines

Some families add personalized rules or traditions, such as incorporating notes from the elf, encouraging
children to write back, or setting special challenges and activities involving the elf. These adaptations help
keep the tradition fresh and tailored to individual family dynamics.

Creative Ideas for Elf on the Shelf Placement

One of the most enjoyable aspects of the Elf on the Shelf tradition is the creativity involved in placing the elf
around the home. Each morning, children discover the elf in a new and often unexpected spot, which adds to the
fun and excitement.

Popular Placement Ideas

Perched on a bookshelf or mantelpiece, watching over the room

Hiding in the Christmas tree among the ornaments

Posing next to holiday decorations or wrapped gifts

Engaging in playful antics, such as holding tiny props or creating mini scenes

In the kitchen, near treats or baking supplies

Seasonal and Themed Setups

Many families use seasonal themes or current events to inspire the elf’s placements. For example, the elf might
appear with a miniature snowman in winter or holding a small book for a reading night. These thematic setups
add depth to the tradition and keep children eagerly anticipating what the elf will do next.

Criticism and Alternatives to the Tradition

While the Elf on the Shelf tradition is beloved by many, it has also faced criticism and inspired alternative
approaches. Some critics argue that the elf’s focus on surveillance and behavior monitoring may create
unnecessary pressure or anxiety for children. Others feel that the tradition commercializes Christmas or
detracts from its spiritual or familial meaning.

Concerns About Behavior Control

Critics contend that using the elf as a behavioral tool emphasizes external rewards and punishments rather
than intrinsic motivation for kindness and good conduct. This dynamic may lead to children behaving well only
when being watched, which some psychologists suggest is less effective for long-term character development.

Alternative Holiday Traditions

In response to these concerns, some families choose alternative holiday customs that emphasize generosity,
gratitude, and togetherness without the surveillance aspect. Examples include:

Advent calendars with daily acts of kindness

Holiday story readings focusing on values and history

Creating handmade decorations as a family project



Participating in community service or charity events

These alternatives offer meaningful ways to celebrate the season while avoiding some of the criticisms
associated with the Elf on the Shelf tradition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Elf on the Shelf tradition?

The Elf on the Shelf tradition involves a small scout elf sent by Santa Claus to watch over children during
the Christmas season and report their behavior back to Santa each night.

How does the Elf on the Shelf tradition work?

Each night, the elf returns to the North Pole to report on the children's behavior and then comes back to a new
spot in the house, creating a daily hide-and-seek game for kids.

Where did the Elf on the Shelf tradition originate?

The Elf on the Shelf tradition originated from a 2005 children's book written by Carol Aebersold and her
daughter Chanda Bell, which came with a scout elf doll.

What is the purpose of the Elf on the Shelf?

The purpose of the Elf on the Shelf is to encourage good behavior in children during the holiday season by
creating a fun and magical way to remind them Santa is watching.

Can children touch the Elf on the Shelf?

According to the tradition, children are not supposed to touch the Elf on the Shelf, as it can cause the elf to
lose its magic and be unable to report to Santa.

When should the Elf on the Shelf be put away?

The Elf on the Shelf is typically put away on Christmas Eve after Santa's visit, as the elf returns to the
North Pole until the next holiday season.

Additional Resources
1. The Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas Tradition
This book introduces readers to the beloved Elf on the Shelf tradition, where a special scout elf is sent from
the North Pole to help Santa Claus manage his naughty and nice lists. The story explains how the elf watches
over children during the day and reports back to Santa each night. Accompanied by a small elf doll, this
interactive book encourages families to create magical memories throughout the holiday season.

2. Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas Tradition - The Elf’s Magical Journey
This sequel expands on the original story by following the elf on its journey from the North Pole to a new
family’s home. Children learn about the elf’s mission and the magic that allows it to move and watch over the
household. The book emphasizes the spirit of giving and the joy of Christmas traditions.

3. Elf on the Shelf: Ready, Set, Snow!



In this festive installment, the elf takes part in winter adventures while continuing to observe the children’s
behavior. Filled with playful scenes and holiday cheer, the book inspires creativity as kids imagine the elf’s
antics in the snow. It highlights the importance of kindness and holiday fun.

4. The Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas Tradition Keepsake Journal
This companion journal allows families to document their elf’s daily hiding spots and mischievous activities
throughout the holiday season. It provides prompts for recording memories, photos, and traditions, making it a
treasured keepsake for years to come. The journal enhances the interactive nature of the Elf on the Shelf
experience.

5. Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas Tradition - The Elf’s Christmas Countdown
This book serves as an advent calendar story, with the elf helping children count down the days until
Christmas. Each page reveals a new activity or surprise related to the elf’s holiday adventures. It encourages
anticipation and excitement as Christmas approaches.

6. The Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas Tradition - The Elf’s Holiday Helpers
This story introduces additional elf characters who assist the scout elf in spreading holiday joy and cheer.
Together, they teach children about teamwork, generosity, and the magic of the Christmas season. The book is
filled with colorful illustrations and heartwarming messages.

7. Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas Tradition - The Elf’s Magical Christmas Eve
This book captures the elf’s role on Christmas Eve as it prepares for Santa’s arrival and ensures that children
have been good throughout the year. It builds excitement for the big night and reinforces the values of honesty
and kindness. The story is perfect for a bedtime read on Christmas Eve.

8. Elf on the Shelf: A Christmas Tradition - The Elf’s Winter Wonderland
In this charming story, the elf creates a winter wonderland inside the home with snow-themed decorations and
surprises. It encourages children to embrace the beauty of the season and the joy of imaginative play. The book
also includes tips for creative elf setups.

9. Elf on the Shelf: Behind the Scenes - The Story of Santa’s Scout Elf
This book delves deeper into the history and origin of the scout elf tradition, exploring how the idea came to be
and why it has become a cherished holiday custom. It offers insight into the magical world of Santa’s helpers
and the importance of holiday traditions in family life. A perfect read for curious children and adults alike.
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