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WHAT REVIEWERS ARE SAYING


“An emotionally smart gem of a book. The Danish Way of Parenting offers a shining alternative to high-stress modern parenting, and families from New Delhi to New York will shout with joy. Forget the pursuit of happiness, this book gets to the authentic roots of family happiness. I guess I’m Danish.”


—Heather Shumaker, author of It’s OK Not to Share and It’s OK to Go Up the Slide


“Everyone around the globe can gain something from the valuable wisdom found in this book. Concepts such as reframing and hygge prove useful to families from all cultures. It’s wonderful to see that Danish parenting has so much in common with Positive Parenting! I highly recommend this book!”


—Rebecca Eanes, author of Positive Parenting: An Essential Guide


“With a profound understanding of the positive impact that empathy and connectedness bring to parenting, The Danish Way of Parenting empowers parents across the globe to check their own default settings and consider the whole child. Their take on the importance of free play is a breath of fresh air in a time when young children are over-scheduled and under stress. Highly recommended for parents everywhere.”


—Katie Hurley, LCSW, author of The Happy Kid Handbook


“A powerful new method of raising children … who are ‘resilient and emotionally secure’—in other words, exactly what we’re all aiming for.”


—Mother magazine


“Having studied the reasons behind the Danish happiness model for years, I found this book to be a clear-sighted, very useful, and smart guide on how to improve your own happiness level as a parent and how to foster happier children the Danish way. I would recommend this book to anyone who wants to give themselves and/or their children the best chances of a happy life.”


—Malene Rydahl, keynote speaker and Goodwill Ambassador of Copenhagen


“If the ‘grown-ups’ of every nation put the principles outlined in The Danish Way into practice even 50 percent of their waking lives, oh, the potential change to humanity…. Sometimes a book has the power to literally re-sculpt the world as we know it, bringing about changes to the next generation which could even make the word war a concept of the dim and distant past. The Danish Way of Parenting really is every adult’s Bible.”


—The Glass House Girls


“Nordic cuisine, Nordic design, Nordic Noir—the list of successful cultural exports has been a never-ending one over the last decade, and now you can add Nordic Nurture to the list…. It would appear that Danish mothers really do know best.”


—The Post (Copenhagen)


“Alexander’s research and honest reflection on how her own parenting has been influenced and enhanced by her husband’s Danish culture is a valuable resource for any parent struggling to hold up a mirror to the vulnerabilities in his or her own parenting style. Sandahl’s research and personal and professional experience as a Danish parent and psychotherapist reinforce the idea that Danes really do have some brilliant natural insight into raising resilient and balanced children. Together, the authors create a thoughtfully written parenting guide that encourages self-reflection and provides useful advice on how to best address common parenting challenges. The Danish Way of Parenting is a must-read for parents coming from any culture.”


—Carolyn Rathjen, MSW, LICSW


WHAT PARENTS ARE SAYING


“A book that makes the reader reflect. It isn’t just about becoming a better parent but how you stand in the world, how you relate to others, and what kind of a person you want to be. I loved that angle to it!”


—Karin W.


“This book stays with you, empowers you to find joy in the way we see ourselves and our children, with the hope our children will pass that lesson on when they become parents. Finally a deeply optimistic yet practical point of view.”


—Jason G.


“The idea that ‘hygge’ doesn’t happen on its own but that you have to want it really stood out for me. I loved it!”


—Kate H.


“The tips were great! I liked reading about the Danish kids’ books. Kids should hear more about these not-so-easy topics through books because it gives parents a more comfortable space for teaching important life lessons. We often avoid hard or unpleasant topics with our kids (or partners) simply because we don’t know what to say. It would make it much easier if the book was doing most of the talking!”


—Jessica S.
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P lay Why free play creates happier, better adjusted, more resilient adults.


A uthenticity Why honesty creates a stronger sense of self. How praise can be used to form a growth mind-set rather than a fixed mind-set, making your children more resilient.


R eframing Why reframing can change you and your children’s lives for the better.


E mpathy Why understanding, incorporating, and teaching empathy are fundamental in creating happier children and adults.


N o Ultimatums Why avoiding power struggles and using a more democratic parenting approach fosters trust, resilience, and happier kids.


T ogetherness and Hygge (Coziness) Why a strong social network is one of the most important factors in our overall happiness. How creating hygge (coziness) can help us give this powerful gift to our children.




Foreword to the Updated Edition
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The process of researching and writing this book has truly been a labor of love. It all started with a question: What makes Danish kids—and Danish parents—the happiest people on earth?


As an American mom married to a Dane, and a Danish psychotherapist, both raising families of our own, the question was both deeply personal and intellectually fascinating. Uncovering the answers led us on a journey into research findings, facts about Denmark and interviews with professionals in a wide range of fields. When the first draft was completed, we sent it out to an informal focus group of moms, dads, and experts across the United States and Europe. This focus group encompassed Democrats and Republicans, granola moms and military dads, breast-feeders and spankers, attachment parents and tiger moms, from California to D.C. and beyond; we tried to reach every kind of parent from every walk of life possible.


Informed by their valuable feedback, we self-published the first edition of the book. We felt confident that we had created something special. However, we were still unprepared for the extraordinary journey it would take. From a grassroots movement to a growing global garden, it continues to humble us every day with each new reader.


When we initially put the book on the market and orders very languidly trickled in, we were bewildered by the locations of the sales: New Zealand, South Africa, various countries in Europe, Vietnam, Indonesia, Australia, and the United States, to name a few. Hollywood directors, Danish ambassadors, and college professors were buying the book. We knew this because we were physically packing, addressing, and mailing the books ourselves! This was promising, but it was also slow and tedious work, and the unlikelihood of success weighed upon us.


Slowly, however, we started hearing from readers—parents who were digesting our ideas and trying them out with their own families. This feedback from parents was more than just positive: It was full of gratitude and even relief that a parenting practice existed and furthermore supported a suspicion they had felt in their gut all along. A feeling that there must be another way to raise children, but one they had quashed due to societal expectations and pressure to do things “the right way.”


Parents wrote us saying they loved the idea of focusing on play, empathy, and social skills—not just academics—as crucial elements to educating a child. And the fact that these practices were already in place in a thriving, happy society was eye-opening for many readers who hadn’t heard much about Denmark before.


We discovered that the book was being used in colleges. One professor contacted us to tell us about a course she had created based on The Danish Way of Parenting—to rave reviews from her students, whose minds were opened to a different way of raising kids.


We continued to spread the word as much as possible about the value of the Danish Way, writing articles and doing interviews, and this began to have a domino effect.


A visiting Indian businessman bought the book on his way home from Denmark. He wrote to us that he wants to introduce The Danish Way of Parenting across India: into classes, pediatricians’ offices, and teacher training programs as well as to the public at-large. “This is not a book,” he wrote us, “it’s a movement. And I see it as a movement to change a country.” We were gratified beyond belief.


Now the book has landed in the hands of a major publisher in this updated edition. The rest of the story is history in the making.


Much like parenting, this book has been a difficult, arduous, joyful, and gratifying experience. The most rewarding and fulfilling aspect of it all, however, has been the incredible response from readers: the parents, grandparents, teachers and educators, the nonparents and psychologists, the book clubs, and general word of mouth. Whether people have agreed with every aspect of the Danish Way or not, it has certainly been a conversation starter. These ideas have been the seeds of a grassroots movement and helped it grow into what it is today. We hope these ideas, like seeds, will continue to spread on the wind so that more kindness, empathy, and happiness will flourish across the world. And we hope they’ll bring greater happiness to you and your family too.


Jessica Joelle Alexander


Iben Dissing Sandahl


Copenhagen


February 2016




Introduction
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What’s the Secret to Danish Happiness?


Denmark, a small country in the north of Europe famous for Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tale “The Little Mermaid,” has been voted as having the happiest people in the world by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) almost every year since 1973. 1973! That’s more than forty years of consistently being voted the happiest people in the world! If you stop to think about that for a second, it’s a staggering accomplishment. Even the new World Happiness Report that was recently launched by the United Nations has seen Denmark top the list every year since its inception. What is the secret to their consistent success?


Countless articles and studies have been devoted to solving this mystery. Denmark? Why Denmark? 60 Minutes did a report on it called “The Pursuit of Happiness”; Oprah did a show on it, “Why Are the Danes So Happy?” and the conclusions are always conveniently inconclusive. Is it the size of their social system, their houses, or their government? It can’t be the high taxes or the cold, dark winters, so what gives?


The United States, on the other hand, the country with “the pursuit of happiness” built into its Declaration of Independence, isn’t even in the top ten. It’s barely in the top twenty, closer to number seventeen after Mexico. Despite having an entire field of psychology devoted to happiness and an endless sea of self-help books instructing us on how to attain this elusive state, we aren’t really that happy. Why is that? And moreover, why are the Danes so content?


After many years of research, we think we have finally uncovered the secret of why the Danes are so happy. And the answer, quite simply, is in their upbringing.


The Danish philosophy behind parenting and their way of raising children yields some pretty powerful results: resilient, emotionally secure, happy kids who turn into resilient, emotionally secure, happy adults who then repeat this powerful parenting style with their own kids. The legacy repeats itself, and we get a society that tops the happiness charts for more than forty years in a row.


Through this amazing journey of discovery, we have decided to share this knowledge about “the Danish Way” of parenting with you. In this step-by-step guide, our goal is to help mothers and fathers who are about to embark on or have already begun one of the most challenging and extraordinary jobs in the world. Incorporating this method takes practice, patience, resolve, and awareness, but the outcome is well worth the work. Remember that this is your legacy. If your goal is to raise the happiest people in the world, then please read on. The real secret of the Danes’ success is inside.


Jessica’s Story


When my friends heard that I had cowritten a parenting book, they all laughed. “You, the most nonmaternal woman we know, cowrote a parenting book?” The irony is, it was precisely my lack of natural mothering skills that made me so interested in the Danish Way in the first place. It had changed my life so profoundly that I knew if it could help me, it could definitely help others.


You see, I wasn’t born with all those innate nurturing mother skills supposedly all women are born with. I don’t have a problem admitting it. I wasn’t a kid person. I didn’t even like kids that much, if I am to be completely honest. I became a mom because that’s what people do. So you can imagine my deep-seated fear when I got pregnant and thought, “How in the world am I going to do this? Surely I am going to be a terrible mom!” And so I got busy reading every parenting book I could get my hands on. I read a lot. I learned a lot. But still, the fear remained.


To my good fortune, I was married to a Dane. For more than eight years I had been exposed to the Danish culture, and one thing I noticed was that they were clearly doing something right with their children. Overall, I consistently observed happy, calm, well-behaved kids, and I wondered what their secret was. But there was no parenting book I could find on the subject.


When I finally became a mother, I found myself doing the only natural thing for me, which was to ask my Danish friends and family for every single answer to every single question I had. From breast-feeding to discipline to education, I preferred their off-the-cuff answers to all the books I had on my shelf. Through this journey, I discovered a philosophy of raising children that opened my eyes and changed my life completely.


My good friend Iben and I discussed the idea. Iben is a Danish psychotherapist with many years of experience working with families and children, and together we asked the question, “Does a Danish way of parenting exist?” To her knowledge, it didn’t. We looked high and low for some literature on the subject, but there was nothing. In all her years working in the Danish school system and being a family psychotherapist, she had never heard of a “Danish Way.” She knew all the academic theories and the research on parenting practices, many of which she used in her family life on a daily basis, but could there be a distinctive parenting style embedded in her very own culture that she hadn’t seen?


A Pattern Emerges


The more we talked about it, the more it became clear that there was indeed a Danish parenting philosophy, but it was woven so tightly into the fabric of daily life and Danish culture that it wasn’t immediately visible to those of us in the midst of it. The more we looked at it, the more the pattern emerged from the fabric. And there it was, laid out before us: The Danish Way of Parenting.


The Danish Way is our theory based on our more than thirteen years of experience, research, supporting studies, and facts about Danish culture and daily life. Iben is an expert in her field, bringing professional insight as well as many supporting studies and cultural examples, along with her personal experience. We have both learned so much along this journey, having researched and conducted extensive interviews with parents, psychologists, and teachers regarding the Danish school system. The collaboration was wholly equal, and all the supporting studies can be found in the back of the book.




Happy kids grow up to be happy adults who raise happy kids, and so on.





We would like to clarify that this is not a political statement, nor is it a book about living in Denmark. It is a parenting theory, which we believe is one of the leading factors as to why the Danes are voted so consistently happy. Happy kids grow up to be happy adults who raise happy kids, and so on.


We also know that parenting style is not the only reason the Danes are happy. We know there are many factors contributing to their happiness and that there are certainly unhappy people living there as well. Denmark is not utopia, and surely it has its own internal matters to deal with, as does every country. Nor is this book in any way meant to be disparaging to the U.S. This is an enormous country, and the facts and observations we state in the book are generalizations. Jessica, personally, is very proud to be American and loves her country dearly. She has simply had the opportunity to see the world with a very different pair of glasses on—through “Danish lenses,” if you will—and it has changed her whole perspective on life.


We would like to offer you these glasses to put on for yourself and see what you think when you look through them. If this book helps you see things differently, then, for us, it has been a success. You might not go from “the most nonmaternal person” to a happier parent and better human being, as Jessica has, but we hope the changes will be positive ones. And we hope you will enjoy the journey.




CHAPTER 1
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Recognizing Our Default Settings
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We have all thought from time to time about what it means to be a parent. Whether it’s before the birth of your first child, during a toddler meltdown, or during a fight at the dinner table over your child not eating his or her peas, we have all once thought, “Am I doing this right?” Many of us refer to books and the Internet, or we talk to friends and family for advice and support. Most of us just want to be reassured that we are, in fact, doing things the right way.


But have you ever considered what the right way is? Where do we get our ideas about the right way of parenting? If you go to Italy, you will see children eating dinner at nine p.m. and running around in restaurants until almost midnight; in Norway babies are regularly left outside in minus-twenty-degree weather to sleep; and in Belgium kids are allowed to drink beer. To us, some of these behaviors seem bizarre, but to these parents it is the “right” way.


These implicit, taken-for-granted ideas we have about how to raise our children are what Sara Harkness, a professor of human development at the University of Connecticut, calls “parental ethnotheories.” She has studied this phenomenon for decades across cultures, and what she has found is that these intrinsic beliefs about the right way to parent are so ingrained in our society that it’s almost impossible to see them objectively. For us, it just seems to be the way things are.


And so, most of us have thought about what it means to be a parent, but have you ever thought about what it means to be an American parent? About how the American glasses we wear color our ability to see what “the right way” is?


What if we were to take those glasses off for a moment—what would we see? If we stood back and looked at the U.S. from a distance, what would our impression be?


An Epidemic of Stress


For years we have seen a growing problem with people’s happiness level across the board in the United States. Antidepressant use went up 400 percent between 2005 and 2008, according to the National Center for Health Statistics. Children are being diagnosed with and prescribed medication for a growing number of psychological disorders, some with no clear-cut method of diagnosis. In 2010 alone, there were at least 5.2 million children between the ages of three and seventeen taking Ritalin for attention deficit disorder.


We are fighting obesity and early onset of puberty, or “precocious puberty,” as it is now called. Girls and boys as young as seven and eight are getting injected with hormone shots to stop puberty. Most of us don’t even question this as strange; rather, it’s just the way things are. “My daughter is getting the shot,” one mother recently rattled off nonchalantly about her eight-year-old, who she thought was hitting puberty too soon.


Many parents are excessively competitive with themselves, with their children, and with other parents without even realizing it. Of course, not all people are like this, nor do they want to be, but they can also feel pressured living in this competitive culture. The language surrounding them can be intense and challenging, putting people on the defensive: “Kim is just amazing at soccer. The coach says she is one of the best on the team. But she is still managing straight A’s despite soccer, karate, and swimming. I don’t know how she does it! What about Olivia? How is she doing?” We feel pressure to perform—for our kids to perform, to do well in school and fulfill our idea of what a successful kid should be, what a successful parent should be. Stress levels are often high, and we feel judged—by others and by ourselves. Part of this is human nature, and part of it is what it is to be American. What is pushing us as a society to perform and compete and be successful to a standard that ultimately doesn’t seem to be making us very happy as adults? What if some of the “answers” we have for raising our kids—our parental norms—are flawed?


What if we discovered that the glasses we were wearing had the wrong prescription and we weren’t able to see things as clearly as we thought? We would change the lenses, correcting our vision, and look again at our world. Lo and behold, we’d find that things do look different! By trying to see things from a new perspective, with new lenses, the question arises naturally: Is there a better way?


Examining Our “Default Settings”


The other day, Jessica was in the city with her almost-three-year-old son. He was on a push-bike with no pedals, and he started to push himself out toward the street despite her yelling at him numerous times to stop. She ran after him frantically, grabbing him hard by the arm and giving him a shake. She was furious and scared, and was about to yell, “You’d better stop when I tell you to stop!” Jessica could see he was going to cry out of fear, and in that moment, it took all of her might to muster up the strength to go outside herself and observe what she was doing. That wasn’t how she wanted to react. She scanned her mind for another way and, miraculously, an answer was there. She stopped, took a breath, and got down on his level. She held his arms and looked into his eyes imploringly. In a calm but concerned voice, she said, “Do you want to go ow-ow? Mommy doesn’t want you to go ow-ow! Do you see those cars?” She pointed to the cars and he nodded. “Cars go ow-ow to Sebastian!”


He nodded, listening to her. “Cars. Ow-ow,” he repeated.


“So when Mommy says to stop, you stop, OK? So that you don’t go ow-ow from the cars.”


He nodded. He didn’t cry in the end. They hugged, and Jessica could feel him nodding on her shoulder. “Cars. Ow-ow.”


Five minutes later they were at another crosswalk. Jessica told him to stop, and he did. He pointed to the road and shook his head. “Cars ow-ow.” She showed him how happy she was by jumping up and down and clapping. She wasn’t just happy with him for stopping, you see. She was also happy with herself for stopping—for stopping herself and changing her natural behavior, her default settings, in a difficult moment. It wasn’t easy, but doing this turned a stressful and potentially explosive situation into a joyful and safe one, and the results made them both happier for it.


Sometimes we forget that parenting, like love, is a verb. It takes effort and work to yield positive returns. There is an incredible amount of self-awareness involved in being a good parent. It requires us to look at what we do when we are tired and stressed and stretched to our limits. These actions are called our “default settings.” Our default settings are the actions and reactions we have when we are too tired to choose a better way.




Sometimes we forget that parenting, like love, is a verb.





Most of our default settings are inherited from our own parents. They are ingrained and programmed into us like a motherboard on a computer. They are the factory settings we return to when we are at our wit’s end and not thinking; they have been installed in us by our upbringing. It’s when we hear ourselves saying things we don’t really want to be saying. It’s when we act and react in ways we aren’t sure we want to be acting and reacting. It’s when we feel bad because deep down we know there is a better way to get results from our kids, but we aren’t sure what it is. Anyone who has kids is familiar with this feeling.


That’s why it is so important to look at your default settings, study them, and understand them. What do you like about how you act and react with your children? What don’t you like? What are you doing that is just a repeat from your own upbringing? What would you like to change? Only when you see what your natural inclinations as a parent—your default settings—are can you decide how you want to change them for the better.


In the chapters that follow, we’ll help you see what some of those positive changes can be. Using the easy-to-remember acronym PARENT—play, authenticity, reframing, empathy, no ultimatums, and togetherness—we’ll examine some of the tried-and-true methods that have been working for parents in Denmark for more than forty years.


Increasing our self-awareness and making conscious decisions about our actions and reactions are the first steps toward powerful life change. This is how we become better parents—and better people. And this is how we create a legacy of well-being to pass on to the next generations. Is there a greater gift you can give to your children and your children’s children than helping them grow up to be happier, more secure and resilient adults? We don’t think so. And we hope you’ll agree.
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