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THE DIRECTOR'S VIEW

“FAMILY PLANNING” ADVICE FOR NEWLYWEDS

There are many aspects of family life that are hard for us to control-
children’s peer-pressures, workplace policies, income needs, even
consumption demand patterns. But a significant aspect of family life
that is directly under family control is the family's ritual life together.
As a new or impending family, you both have an obligation to cre-
ate a ritual environment for your family, and this will have important
effects on your family identity, your kids' psychological well-being,
and your family's memory.

It is important to mark the family’s ritual cycle with a combination
of daily, weekly, monthly, and seasonal rituals. If you are religiously
observant, this will be orchestrated for you in great part by your reli-
gious community. If not, you’ll need to orchestrate a combination of
holiday, family rituals, and seasonal themes to give the year a ritual
shape. In middle-class American families, this seems to be largely
a maternal function, but there’s no reason both parents can’t do it
together. Because family schedules will be busy, and it may be hard to
find times when everyone can be together, create and enforce “ritual”
sacred spaces for the family. You may not be able to share a family
meal every night, but if Sunday afternoon or Wednesday night is des-
ignated as “family dinner” time, it will become a habit for members
to schedule their lives around it. Schools, sports teams, and workplac-
es generally do not respect family times anymore (e.g., weekends and
dinner times), and work schedules often make regular coordination of
being together hard, so the creation of family time has to be an inter-
nally generated and enforced priority for families.

A good deal of family identity is created through family talk.
Memory objects are powerful aids to family narrative ritual. Collect
photos and videos and go through them occasionally. This is a power-
ful way to recall salient special events (the trip to Hawaii when Amy
was in third grade) and recurring ritual events, which can be framed
through ritual discourse, such as: “In the summer we always went
to . ...” Encourage the creation of family-lect by using phrases and
words that only family members will know and which will come to
define insider talk.

Ritual needs will change over the life-course of the family. Some
stages are natural to the American family cycle. As kids grow older
they will probably begin to pull away as they prepare to be on their
own and make their own families.

While you will have to help your kids have the independence, resil-
ience, and confidence to eventually be on their own, you will also
need to work to maintain a sense of larger family as the kids get older.
This is one of the main functions of strong ritual traditions. Family
reunions, vacations, and continued communication, often through
email, are some ways families stay connected.

The continuation of a nuclear family will depend in part on the
solidarity of the sibling set. If siblings have no incentives to stay in
touch after they leave the house, the family unit will not likely be a
strong one, and the tendency will be for siblings to hive off into their
individual family units. Sibling solidarity can be encouraged either by
joint pragmatic interests (a family business, family land, a common

vacation house, looking after elderly parents) or by more sentimental
ties—family celebrations for landmark events, reunion vacations, etc.

Our research suggests that parents often try to buffer the schedules
of young children by taking on considerable stress themselves. A sig-
nificant finding by Carol Worthman and Jason DeCaro (with practical
implications) is that children’s stress levels increase significantly with
increases in density of mother’s schedule. Child stress does not consis-
tently increase with increases in kids” own schedule complexity. Thus,
mothers should look to buffer their own schedules as much as pos-
sible, not only to benefit themselves directly, but also to prevent stress
in their children. A stressed mom makes for stressed kids. Dad’s stress
doesn’t seem to matter as much!

Making a family includes not only providing food and shelter, but
actually creating “a family culture.” This will happen on its own, but
it helps for families to be conscious of some of the aspects. Whose
family traditions will be maintained—the husband’s, the wife’s, both,
neither? Several factors come into play here: how similar are their
backgrounds? Religion? Class? Ethnicity? Make a list of what fam-
ily traditions are essential for each partner to pass along to the kids.
Make sure they are compatible, or it can be the basis of major conflict
in the marriage.

Remember that working families are generally juggling not two but
three important relations: kids, work, and spouse/partner. There are
historical and ethnic differences in which will get priority, but in many
contemporary families the spousal relationship comes last, and doesn’t
get the nurturing it needs.
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