New Year’s Eve traditions around the world

As the final seconds of the year tick away, people everywhere pause to welcome what’s next.
While fireworks, countdowns, and champagne are nearly universal, New Year’s Eve traditions
vary from place to place. Some are symbolic, others odd, and many strike a perfect balance
between the two. One thing is for sure: we’re all excited to close one chapter and begin another
with hope and good intention.

United States

In the United States, New Year’s Eve traditions are a blend of spectacle, symbolism, and
personality. The most iconic is the Times Square Ball Drop in New York City, which began in
1907. Each year, millions watch as the glowing crystal ball descends, followed by a burst of
confetti, cheers, and fireworks.

One well-known American tradition is the midnight kiss. Popularized through movies and music,
the kiss is believed to bring love and harmony in the year ahead. At the very least, it’s a sweet
way to mark the moment.

Food also plays a meaningful role, especially in the South, where many families serve black-
eyed peas, greens, and cornbread at midnight. The meal symbolizes prosperity, wealth, and good
fortune. Elsewhere, pork, round desserts, and sparkling drinks make an appearance.

As midnight passes, many join in singing “Auld Lang Syne,” a song about friendship and
reflection that offers a reminder to honor the past as we step forward.

Spain

One of the most famous New Year’s Eve rituals comes from Spain, where people eat twelve
grapes at the stroke of midnight; one grape for each chime of the clock, representing good
fortune for each month of the coming year. The tradition dates back more than a century and has
since spread to other Spanish-speaking countries.

While the goal is simple, the execution can be stressful as people race to finish all twelve grapes
before the final bell. Many now add personal meaning by making a wish with each grape. And



thanks to social media, a playful twist has emerged: some eat the grapes while sitting under a
table, a modern variation said to boost luck or even romance in the year ahead.

Brazil

In Brazil, New Year’s Eve often means heading to the beach dressed head-to-toe in white, a color
associated with peace and renewal. At midnight, people jump over seven ocean waves, making a
wish with each jump. The tradition honors lemanja, the goddess of the sea in Afro-Brazilian
religions, and blends spirituality with celebration. Some even leave offerings such as flowers or
candles at the shoreline.

Denmark

In Denmark, New Year’s Eve is anything but quiet. Friends and neighbors smash old plates and
dishes on each other’s doorsteps, believing that the more broken crockery you wake up to, the
more luck and friendship you’ll have in the year ahead.

Then, as midnight approaches, Danes climb onto chairs and jump off them when the clock strikes
twelve — taking a literal leap into the new year.

Japan

New Year’s Eve in Japan, known as Omisoka, takes a calmer, more reflective tone. Buddhist
temples ring their bells 108 times in a ritual called Joya no Kane, meant to cleanse people of
earthly desires and negative emotions carried over from the past year.

At home, many families eat toshikoshi soba, long noodles symbolizing longevity and resilience.
The meal is meant to help people let go of hardships and move forward with clarity.

Scotland

In Scotland, New Year’s Eve celebrations — called Hogmanay — often rival Christmas in
importance. One of the best-known traditions is first-footing, where the first person to cross a
home’s threshold after midnight brings symbolic gifts like coal, shortbread, or whisky to ensure



good fortune. Fire plays a major role as well, with torchlit processions and fireball swings meant
to chase away darkness and welcome light.

Colombia and Panama

In parts of Colombia, New Year’s Eve includes a whimsical ritual: walking around the block
with an empty suitcase at midnight to invite travel and adventure in the coming year. It’s popular
with locals and visitors hoping for a year full of movement.

In Panama, people take a more dramatic approach by burning effigies representing the old year.
These figures often symbolize personal struggles or difficult memories.

Time to make your own traditions!

Whether serious or silly, ancient or newly invented, New Year’s Eve traditions share a common
goal: to bring intention to change. From grapes and waves to fireworks and kisses, these rituals
help people mark time, connect with one another, and begin the year with hope. Happy 2026 to
you all!



