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INTRODUCTION



Oh No, Not Another Wellness Trend!


I’m on my couch, pondering a typical day in my life. Each morning I am awakened – right on time – by the sound of joyfully chirping birds. Before I get out of bed, I whisper a mantra to the Universe, something inspiring, like ‘blessed be this miraculous morning’, or ‘the world is your oyster’. I make myself a healthy breakfast and go about my day, smiling to myself and feeling upbeat.


I am the perfect mother, a wonderful wife, the personification of calm. My house, of course, is sparkling clean. I always say the right thing when my children are upset, I never yell, I’m never impatient. My children do their chores without complaining, and remain calm and collected throughout the day.


I breeze through the day while my house organises itself around me, all by itself. I go to bed feeling I have changed the world in ways big and small.


My life wasn’t always like this. There was a time when I was constantly tired. I thought I couldn’t do it all and I felt like a failure. I was sure I just couldn’t win. But now, I’m stronger and more confident than ever. I take whatever comes my way in my stride, never even breaking a sweat. These days, people admire me and look to me for life advice and inspiration.


‘How do you do it, Olga?’ they ask me. I consider answering that I’m a natural. I wake up perfect every day and I just can’t help it! But the truth is that I have full control over my destiny and have become the best person I can be thanks to an amazing little secret I discovered. ‘What secret?’ you ask. Niksen, or the Dutch art of doing nothing.


NOT YOUR USUAL WELLNESS GURU


Did you believe that? No? Good.


The only truth to that story was the sound of chirping birds in the morning, and that’s because my dear husband – after years of watching regular alarm clocks shock me into the day – took pity on me and bought an alarm clock that sounds like birds singing. And while it’s definitely an improvement over what could have been a fire alarm, my mornings are still traumatic. I have three children who I need to get out of bed and off to school by 8 a.m., preferably fed and dressed. By the time the school bus arrives, my sanity is usually hanging by a thread. But that’s just the beginning; while my children are at school, I rarely find even a moment for myself.


Between my children, home, work, my husband – who works long hours – and the rest of my family and friends, I try to remember the last time I actually did absolutely nothing. And fail miserably.


I used to be so good at it. When I was little, I would sit on my bed or in my father’s favourite armchair and stare at the patterns in the rug, or out of a window, thinking of absolutely nothing. Sometimes, my parents would ask me what I was doing and send me off to do chores or homework, but I had ample time to daydream. And it felt so good.


But now? As a mother of three, a wife, a writer and a business owner, I always feel hurried and pressed for time. Sometimes it seems like I’m writing with one hand, caring for my children with the other, cooking dinner with my left leg, and cleaning the house with my right.


Of course I’m aware that I have chosen this. I wanted this life. But acknowledging this doesn’t make it easier. I, like so many others I know, am just . . . so . . . busy.


The last time I sat on my couch and simply did nothing was when I actually collapsed onto it. It was the end of the school year and I was exhausted, sleep-deprived and unable to function. The only thing I felt capable of doing was lying on the couch and staring into space, which is how my husband found me when he got home from work.


It didn’t occur to me at the time that collapsing like this was the only socially acceptable way to do nothing. ‘The attraction of illness lies in its capacity to redeem one of the greatest vices of our society: not doing anything’, write management professors Carl Cederström and André Spicer in The Wellness Syndrome.


WHAT WAS GOING ON?


Something was happening and I didn’t like it at all. I was very tired and feeling overwhelmed, but I had no idea what to do about it. In my years of writing about parenting I noticed how stress was a huge factor in so many people’s lives and that everyone around me felt as overwhelmed as I was. But it took a little article in an unknown magazine to make me realise that this was symptomatic of a much bigger problem that didn’t only affect parents.


Two years ago, reporter Gebke Verhoeven published an article called ‘Niksen is the New Mindfulness’ in the Dutch magazine gezondNU. I loved the idea and remember thinking: ‘Cool, finally someone is telling me it’s OK to do nothing. Now this is a wellness trend I can get behind.’


But immediately after that I wondered: how am I supposed to do nothing? Whenever I allow myself to sit down my house starts talking to me. ‘Do me, do me, do me,’ whispers laundry in a totally unsexy way. ‘Did I remind the children to do their homework?’ asks conscience. And when I look around, I see books on the floor and dirty dishes on the kitchen counter. I know there is no food in the house, and I have zero idea what I am going to make for dinner. How can I just sit on the couch when I feel compelled to get up and take care of the house and everyone who lives in it (except for myself, that is)? New tasks constantly materialise as if out of thin air. If I want to sit down, one of my children is bound to get sick, or there’s an appointment I need to make, or something else I am suddenly reminded I have to do. How on earth am I supposed to find time for this niksen?


Yet after reading that article, a curiosity started to grow in me. What was this thing the Dutch called niksen? And why couldn’t I do it just a little more? I started to research niksen extensively and discovered that simply doing nothing can be enormously beneficial, especially for those of us who, like me, feel overwhelmed by our responsibilities. Doing nothing, or niksen, really is worth doing.


My curiosity and research resulted in a few articles. Then in May 2019 the New York Times published my story ‘The Case for Doing Nothing’. A few days later, it went viral and was re-tweeted, shared and emailed close to 150,000 times. By July, niksen was everywhere. It became very clear that I had hit a nerve.


The whole world wanted to know about niksen, and I had media from around the globe sending me emails and interview requests. Literary agents and publishers were asking to represent me. I was ready to dismiss it as much ado about nothing (literally) but there was something about it that seemed to appeal to people everywhere.


As I began to collect and analyse the response that niksen was getting, I realised that people were fed up with wellness trends telling them they weren’t doing enough and should work harder at improving themselves. This is actually one of the reasons people relate to the concept. It’s the easiest kind of wellness you could possibly imagine.


But another thing struck me: we simply don’t know how to do it. Though not doing anything – or doing nothing – may sound simple, it is anything but that. In fact, if I had a penny for every time someone asked me how to do more niksen – or ‘niks’ – I would probably be a millionaire by now. I realised that most of us need help learning how to stop being so busy. I have written this book hoping I can shed some light on how to do nothing, and so that people everywhere realise it’s OK to sit on the couch and do a little niks.


BUSY PEOPLE, EVERYWHERE


The truth is that we’re busy and we’re stressed. We feel overwhelmed by the whirlwind of our daily lives and this makes us feel out of breath, rushed and anxious. Desperate for a solution, we look for answers everywhere, even beyond the borders of our own country, hoping the next book or article will help us feel calmer and more able to live up to our expectations, obligations and duties.


According to a Gallup poll in 2019, of 150,000 people around the world, Americans are particularly stressed out.


The poll – which was aimed at understanding people’s emotions around the world – gathered data on both positive experiences (with questions like: Did you smile a lot yesterday? Were you treated with respect all day yesterday?) and negative experiences (Did you experience pain, sadness, worry, or anger yesterday?).


Not only were Americans more stressed than people in other countries, they were also the angriest, most stressed and most worried they have been in a decade. The Gallup poll showed that being under fifty years old, having a low income, and not being a fan of President Trump were all associated with mental health struggles. Globally, negative feelings were found to be at levels comparable to 2017, which was the most depressing year measured.


In an online article in Psychology Today, psychologist Jean M. Twenge explains that while people may not be admitting to depression, there is a clear increase in psychosomatic symptoms: ‘College students were 50% more likely to say they felt overwhelmed, and adults were more likely to say their sleep was restless, that their appetite was poor, and that everything was an effort — all classic psychosomatic symptoms of depression. But when people were asked directly if they “felt depressed”, that didn’t change much between the 1980s and the 2010s.’


Twenge is best known for an article in the Atlantic in which she argued that smartphones are responsible for a depression epidemic in teenagers. According to her, increased depression is related to the fact that our relationships and community ties are weaker, to our increasing focus on tangible but material goals like money, and to our ever-growing expectations. As you can imagine, with such expectations and goals, it’s unlikely people are doing a lot of niks.


The situation isn’t much better in the UK. YouGov, a global opinion and data company, studied stress levels in that country and found that in 2017, 74% of British people were so stressed that they were unable to cope and felt overwhelmed. Almost half of the respondents stated that stress contributed to unhealthy eating habits, one third admitted to increased alcohol consumption, and 16% said they were smoking more due to stress. Almost half of those surveyed felt depressed and two-thirds felt anxious. Worryingly, one third of respondents admitted to having suicidal thoughts. Financial issues, social pressure to succeed and housing worries were cited as main causes of stress, along with deteriorating health conditions of loved ones. Another poll of 2,000 people by the Mirror showed that half of British people feel ‘time-poor’ and the majority are ‘too stressed out to have fun’.


So, no wonder an article in the New York Times about doing nothing was met with such a wide and enthusiastic response. Inhabitants of most Western countries are probably quite hungry for a day off and a bit of rest. Many nations would do well to look at countries like the Netherlands that offer plenty of days off, a great social security network, and a wonderful work–life balance. Niksen, or the art of doing nothing, has a firm and accepted place in a country like this.


COULD I BE WRONG?


Critics, most of them Dutch, have accused me of pulling a fad out of thin air. I truly wish I actually had the power and the creativity to single-handedly start a worldwide trend, but the truth is that I don’t. Have you even met me? I wear jeans and T-shirts every day, there is nothing trendsetting about me!


I believe, however, that as an outsider I can offer a unique and objective perspective on the Netherlands and the local customs which I have been observing for the ten years since I moved here. The Dutch obviously have in-depth knowledge of their own culture, but sometimes it takes an outsider to shine the spotlight on some issue that may seem quite normal to the locals. I have come to see niksen as such an issue, so normal to the Dutch that they may not even notice it.


The criticism did make me wonder, however: is niksen really a Dutch thing? My first language is not Dutch and I was not born in the Netherlands. Was it possible I got niksen all wrong? An American friend who lives here and is married to a Dutchman told me she doesn’t know anyone who does it. Yet while there may be scepticism, all Dutch people I have spoked to about niksen immediately understood what was meant by it. At least it is clear to the Dutch what the concept means, even if some claim they don’t do it.


As a writer and journalist, I have been a keen observer of the Netherlands and its inhabitants, and I can tell you that niksen is at the very least a Dutch word, and words don’t usually appear without some concept or philosophy attached to them. Its meaning is undisputed in the Netherlands. I also see, on the other hand, that the Dutch can struggle with niksen, just like the rest of us. And I find that refreshing.


Whether knowingly or unknowingly, the Dutch have certainly created ideal circumstances for people to embrace niksen with more ease than many other cultures and countries. In my opinion, it’s a perfect place for doing nothing. Yet one of my favourite things about niksen is that while it’s a Dutch word, it doesn’t really belong to the Netherlands. In fact, as you will find out, many cultures have some concept of doing nothing.






IN THE SPOTLIGHT


The perks of being an outsider





I was born in Poland to a multicultural, multilingual family and have now been living in the Netherlands for the last ten years. I grew up in Germany, where my husband is from, and have connections to France and the Netherlands, where my father and mother spent all and part of their childhoods, respectively. My maternal grandmother was Ukrainian, and I have Jewish roots too.


People don’t always know what to do with me. ‘What are you?’ they seem to ask me. ‘How can we label you? What should we do with you?’


I’m an outsider wherever I go, and that can be hard. After all, we all want to belong.


And yet there are some benefits to being an outsider, and no one would know this better than artist and writer Jenny Odell, who is bi-racial herself. ‘Being an outsider can be helpful in finding unfamiliar perspectives on the supposedly familiar,’ she tells me in an email. And I agree.


‘As uncomfortable as it has been not being able to fit into any one category, this quality gives me a way not only of observing such categories from the outside, but of drawing connections across them that might not have occurred to me otherwise,’ she says.


A study by Hajo Adam showed that, paradoxically, moving abroad can help people develop a clearer sense of self. Adam calls this ‘self-concept clarity’ and defines it as the extent to which someone’s understanding of himself or herself is ‘clearly and confidently defined, internally consistent, and temporally stable’.


And, in Range: Why Generalists Triumph in a Specialized World, acclaimed writer David Epstein argues that it is the range that many expats have that makes them successful. Instead of going in-depth into something the way locals do, the outsider collects a wide breadth of experiences. Many find their career paths later in life and take detours getting there – both literal and metaphorical. They experiment with various jobs and in their personal lives.


For many outsiders, success comes not despite but because of their unique view and experience.





THE PROBLEM WITH WELLNESS


Before we continue, I want to be clear about something: I’m no wellness guru and this is no regular wellness book. In fact, I am just like many of you (maybe smaller: only five feet two inches, which is short by most standards and tiny in the Netherlands). And as much as I believe in niksen, I was a little sceptical about adding to the already overflowing wellness bookshelf.


My research over the past years, however, has convinced me that it’s actually essential that I do. Most of us need to do a little more niksening, and surprisingly few of us know how to let go of our tasks and do that. And while I don’t claim to be an expert, I have researched niksen extensively for my articles and this book.


Still, it is with some apprehension that I am going to set about convincing you to bring this into your life and this is because I am a wellness-trend sceptic. I have mostly succeeded in staying away from wellness and self-help books, with some exceptions. But I did fall for another genre of advice books: parenting. Ten years ago, when I first became a mother, I felt so pressured to be a good parent that I read everything that was published on the subject.


Interestingly, nothing I read made me more confident about my ability to parent. The opposite happened: I started to feel worse. There are similarities between parenting books and wellness books in that they tend to talk at us (and not to us), with mild concern and a patronising tone. The expert is inevitably intent on showing you how wrong your ways are and how much better your life could be if you followed their advice. It took me a while before I realised the books weren’t making me happy, just insecure, but when I saw this pattern, I stopped reading them. My parenting skills have never felt better.


The irony of criticising wellness trends in a wellness book does not escape me, but it is actually an important part of this book. I believe niksen is different to wellness trends, and I’m sure that by the end of this book you’ll agree with me. In the first place, unlike other wellness trends, niksen doesn’t ask you to change or improve yourself. Isn’t that refreshing?


I’m sure many will agree that wellness trends can be harmful. If, for example, we expect healing crystals to cure cancer, or vaginal steaming to balance our hormones (no, don’t laugh. It is a thing and has been popularised by Gwyneth Paltrow), we’re setting ourselves up for disappointment and possibly even pain.


And by now wellness is everywhere. ‘Wellness has wormed itself into every aspect of our lives . . . It dictates the way we work and live, how we study, and how we have sex’, write Cederström and Spicer in The Wellness Syndrome. They are not fans, likening wellness to an ideology that harms the vulnerable: ‘When health becomes an ideology, the failure to conform becomes a stigma.’ At the same time, it is accepted that ‘healthy bodies are productive bodies’, and the same goes for happiness. It has become a social obligation to be happy and healthy or else we become a burden on society.


The expectation is that we take responsibility for our happiness, says Paul Dolan, an economics professor and author of Happy Ever After: Escaping the Myth of the Perfect Life. The reality is that our quest for happiness is often devoid of even a drop of joy. It’s all work, work, work. Dolan sees in this attitude a social narrative that ‘makes prescriptions about what people should want, think and feel’. And it’s not making us happier. Moreover, I believe that in many cases wellness can be seen as part of a movement that increasingly pushes people to take matters into their own hands and look for alternatives to conventional treatments. This is partly a positive development, because while it’s vital that we understand the various ways our lifestyle choices affect our health and well-being, these are more than just a private matter. A healthy diet is important, but it will not cure cancer. Solid and accessible health care and social security are essential. And wellness, in my opinion, risks shifting responsibilities from institutions, governments and society in general onto individuals who, in times of struggle, are in even more need of help and support.


Some critics have agreed. In a review of Natural Causes: An Epidemic of Wellness, the Certainty of Dying, and Killing Ourselves to Live Longer by Barbara Ehrenreich in the New Republic, Gabriel Winant describes wellness as ‘a coercive and exploitative obligation: a string of endless medical tests, drugs, wellness practices, and exercise fads that threaten to become the point of life rather than its sustenance.’


In addition, wellness tells people, especially women, to constantly improve themselves. We have to work on ourselves, whether it’s on our minds, our bodies, or our surroundings. Go to the gym, do yoga! Clean out your house! Work harder, because if you don’t you are a loser and a quitter. ‘The pressure we put on people to be EVERYTHING is making most of us just feel like NOTHING,’ says Mary Widdicks, a psychologist, writer and mother of three who has contributed to various prestigious publications such as the Washington Post.


Then there’s the fact that most wellness trends want you to believe that they are the ultimate solution for everyone and anyone. ‘If you jam yourself in someone else’s model, that can get in the way of getting to these deeper values’, counters Gretchen Rubin, a writer and podcaster who regularly covers happiness and productivity in her books like The Happiness Project and The Four Tendencies, as well as on her podcast. In short, you do you.






IN THE SPOTLIGHT


Wellness trends around the world





In recent years and even decades, wellness trends from all corners of the globe have come and gone and I am sure there will be new ones in in the future. Here are some of the most important or popular ones.


Mindfulness


Mindfulness, most frequently in the form of mindfulness meditation, has been around for a considerable time now. While it originated from ancient Buddhist teachings, its ability to relieve symptoms of stress and anxiety helped it to become entrenched in Western thinking and lifestyle practices. The general idea is to pay attention to your present state of mind, and restore your inner equilibrium by focusing on your breathing and watching your thoughts as they come, but without judgement or shame. This can make you calmer and more engaged with yourself and other people.


A similar philosophy is Zen. Japanese writer Naoko Yamamoto explains that ‘in Zen practice you have to focus on now and try to forget about the past and future.’


Hygge, koselig, Gemütlichkeit


A few years ago, there was much interest in hygge (pronounced hoogah or hyoo-guh), which is an untranslatable Danish word that refers to spending time with friends in a pleasant, relaxed atmosphere and enjoying the simple things that life brings.


Hygge is about hiding from the harsh winter at home, covered in blankets and dressed in warm sweaters, preferably in a house full of furniture of Danish design. The Norwegian concept of koselig is also very similar to hygge. The website Life in Norway describes it as follows: ‘More than anything else, koselig is a feeling: that of coziness, intimacy, warmth, happiness, being content. To achieve the feeling of koselig, you need koselig things. In darker months, cafés provide blankets on their outdoor chairs, and shops light their entrances with candles.’


Another similar lifestyle philosophy is the German Gemütlichkeit. As The Local website explains, ‘the word encompasses sensations of coziness, contentment, and warmth’. The term can also be extended to refer to the sense of social acceptance and well-being.


KonMari


When the KonMari house organising and cleaning method became popular, suddenly everyone was downsizing and gazing at their belongings to see if they sparked joy, then keeping them or throwing them away accordingly.


This method has become popular thanks to its founder, Marie Kondo, who wrote The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up and became an instant sensation. She spoke to people’s need to declutter and their desire for a more minimalistic lifestyle.


Swedish death cleaning is KonMari’s somewhat morbid cousin, and refers to cleaning out stuff before you die so that the people who outlive you don’t have to deal with it.


A few other trendy trends


More recently the media has been abuzz with the Korean concept of nunchi, which involves being attuned to other people’s emotions, and the Japanese concept of ikigai, a path to finding your life’s purpose that has been called the secret to happiness, health and a long, fulfilled life.





SO WHY DO WE NEED NIKSEN?


With such a large variety of trends, philosophies and quick-fix solutions, do we need yet another hype in our lives? I’m often asked this in interviews and I am not surprised. After all, doing nothing hardly seems like a revolutionary idea. But as you’ll discover, there is so much more to niksen than doing nothing. Much, much more. In this day and age, with everyone leading incredibly busy lives, refusing to run around like a headless chicken is nothing short of extraordinary. Niksen will help you let go of some of that busyness instead of adding to it.


Yet busyness is only a part of the problem. There’s also the constant pressure to perform that we feel in every area of life. We expect ourselves to give everything at work (never wasting time and always becoming more productive), and then go home to an immaculate and well-organised house (please let me know how to do that!), raise well-behaved and creative children (read this list describing all the ways you’re ruining your kids), and have time to drive them to all sorts of stimulating sports and other activities. And let’s not forget that we’re expected to be supportive spouses or partners. And what about your health and eating habits? Have you tried spirulina or kale? Have you been to the gym lately? Are you ready for your next marathon? And if these questions make you angry, then what about that mindfulness workshop to turn you into a calmer, kinder person?


We expect ourselves, as the Germans say, to be an eierlegende Wollmilchsau. Or a pig that gives milk, eggs and wool, on top of meat. We expect ourselves to be everything, for everyone, at all times. Being a modern-day human is exhausting. It is from this frame of mind, feeling we are not good enough as we are, and our quest for perfection that we then read about hygge or KonMari or whatever new trend is the flavour of the day. But what extra effort will this require from us? What will we have to do? What will we have to buy?


Niksen appeals to a desire for a simpler, more minimalistic lifestyle. Decluttering our lives has gained in popularity over the last years and for this reason I don’t believe the interest in niksen appeared out of the blue. The desire to do nothing may be as old as time. It has just been dormant. It’s as though it didn’t have a name and was therefore difficult to talk about. This changed when people discovered niksen – a word they could easily pronounce – and the conversation erupted.


So who, then, decides that something is or will become a trend? The person who wants to start it, or the people who pick it up, start reading and writing about it, or those embracing the trend in their lives? The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines a trend as (among other things) ‘a prevailing tendency or inclination, a general movement, a current style or preference, or a line of development’.


Are people moving towards introducing niksen into their lives? Is this a tendency or an inclination? If so, I hope that this book can help bring a little more clarity on what niksen is and how to bring it into our lives.


WHAT WILL YOU FIND ON THESE PAGES?


In this book, I’m going to share all that I’ve discovered since I began researching niksen, or the Dutch art of doing nothing. And though I rarely breeze through my day, I can tell you that niksen really does have the potential to change things for you. If we can stop being so busy, we can start being happier, more creative, more productive and better at making decisions. This may not be easy and might require more than just our own effort, but I believe that it is possible.


Each chapter will discuss a different aspect of the niksen philosophy. Throughout each of the chapters you’ll find what I call Spotlights, with interesting facts or stories or expert opinions – from people with experience of living in the Netherlands to researchers on some aspects of niksen. I’ll draw on a wide range of disciplines, including but not limited to sociology, biology, psychology, history and intercultural communication, as well as from my own experience. Since niksen is such a new idea, there wasn’t much information available on doing nothing, and there was a lot I had to figure out on my own.


Each chapter will also end with three questions for you to niks on in your free time.


In the first chapter, you’ll become familiar with the concept of niksen, what it is and what it isn’t, the ways we approach doing nothing, and how we feel about it. Spoiler alert: we may not always be aware of it, but we all do it.


The second chapter is devoted to the Netherlands and my observations on this small but densely populated country. You will become familiar with its peculiarities and ways of being. And, despite the fact that some of its inhabitants may argue against me, you will see why this place is so perfect for niksen.


The third chapter explains where our constant busyness comes from and what it does to our health and social lives. Even though I’m a technology fan, I will tell you how screens are running our lives, slurping up our time. This chapter also goes into what stress does to our bodies and minds.


Chapter 4 then shows us the many ways niksen can positively affect our lives. This is where we find out how it makes us more productive, more creative and more relaxed, and how it strengthens our decision-making skills.
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