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Praise for The Danish Way Every Day


‘It is one thing to commit yourself to a positive, respectful, uplifting, trustful mode of parenting. It is quite another to carry it out, every day – or as close as you can to every day – through the inevitable ups and downs of daily life. Jessica and Camilla provide a wonderful, practical tour through essentially all the situations with kids, from 0 to 16, veering towards hygge. I wish this book had been available when I first became a parent. I recommend it to every parent, and to grandparents, too!’


Peter Gray, Research Professor of Psychology and Neuroscience and author of Free to Learn


‘This book translates “the Danish way of parenting” into action! It provides great insights and guides the reader through many concrete aspects of day-to-day parenting of children at different ages. I know it will be my future go-to manual, offering a wealth of hands-on advice and inspiration. After reading this book I feel motivated and excited to try out some of the many fun and hyggelige ideas on how to connect more with my children and turn “me-time” into “we-time”!’


Line West, cross-cultural parent and anthropologist


‘As a psychologist and now parent educator for 25 years, I have found myself in thousands of discussions with parents about key concepts that are so important to understand for the well-being of children. And, without a doubt, in almost every single one of those discussions, the question “but what do I DO?!” comes up. The Danish Way Every Day is perhaps the most brilliant capture ever written of bringing to life the day-to-day rhythm of what it is that our children actually need to thrive. Developmentally informed and heart-centred, this book is a wonderfully structured guide for how to help your children (and you!) live exactly as nature intended. I will be recommending it to all.’


Dr Vanessa Lapointe, author, speaker, parent-champion


‘The Danish Way Every Day offers a treasure trove of insights to help parents maintain meaningful connections with their children throughout babyhood to adolescence. The book’s thoughtful exploration of relationship-nurturing practices and ways to create hygge in daily life provides a refreshing alternative to the anxiety-driven approaches so common today. This beautiful guide is filled with actionable ideas that any parent can implement immediately. For those seeking to foster closeness while raising resilient, confident children, The Danish Way Every Day is an essential addition to your parenting library.’


Greer Kirshenbaum PhD, author of The Nurture Revolution


‘The Danish Way Every Day is easy to digest and easy to use. It helped me immediately communicate better with my tween and teen, speaking to them with logic and love, and allowing us to all feel better about the new dynamics we found ourselves working within. The practical layout of the book made it a daily dip-in, dip-out lifesaver that reminded me to stay calm, be kind and not worry about the small stuff when it comes to raising healthy, happy children.’


Sarah Ivens PhD, bestselling author of Forest Therapy
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Introduction


‘Do not ask your children to strive for extraordinary lives. Such striving may seem admirable, but it is the way of foolishness. Help them instead to find the wonder and the marvel of an ordinary life. Show them the joy of tasting tomatoes, apples and pears. Show them how to cry when pets and people die. Show them the infinite pleasure in the touch of a hand. And make the ordinary come alive for them. The extraordinary will take care of itself.’


William Martin, The Parent’s Tao Te Ching: Ancient Advice for Modern Parents


The Danish way of parenting


Before I had children, I wasn’t considered the most maternal person in the world. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to have children. When I met my Danish husband, and went to Denmark for the first time, however, my life completely changed. The children all seemed so serene, content, respectful and well behaved. There was almost no yelling and parents looked genuinely joyful. The simplicity of childhood was valued and treasured in a way I had never seen before. I remember thinking there and then, that if I could get a guarantee that I would have a ‘Danish’ child, I would sign up for having kids tomorrow.


Many years later I got pregnant with my daughter, and I was put on bed rest for four and a half months. During that time, I read countless parenting books, trying to prepare myself for what felt like the scariest journey of my life. A funny thing happened, though, after she was born. I found myself preferring the advice of my Danish family and friends to anything I had read in books. Their suggestions always made more sense – and, more importantly, they worked. Eventually, I stopped consulting parenting books, and ‘the Danish way’ everyone around me seemed to know about became my official parenting philosophy.


Then one day, while reading the newspaper, I saw that Denmark had been voted the happiest country in the world by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development). And not only that year – for over forty years in a row they had always been in the top three. I was flabbergasted. I’m American, and my country is obsessed with happiness. There are thousands of books and programmes devoted to the subject. ‘The pursuit of happiness’ is literally written into the US’s Declaration of Independence – and yet we generally score pretty low on the happiness scales. What was Denmark’s secret to success, and why didn’t more people know about it?


At that moment, a light bulb came on in my head. It must be the parenting, I thought. Happy children grow up to be happy adults who raise happy children, and it is a cycle that simply repeats itself. It had changed me so much as a parent – and as a person – I knew it could help others.


I asked a friend and Danish psychotherapist if a guide to the Danish way of parenting existed, and to her knowledge it didn’t. And so, together, we uncovered and defined the main tenets of the Danish way of parenting in the acronym PARENT (Play, Authenticity, Reframing, Empathy, No Ultimatums and Togetherness and Hygge).


The PARENT theory is now well established, and our book The Danish Way of Parenting has been published in over thirty-three countries, taught in universities, cited in numerous academic papers and – most importantly – used as a trusted resource for parents around the globe. It is based on many years of research, supporting studies and information about the Danish school system and government, along with the personal and professional experience of parents, psychologists and teachers. Most people say it’s not just a book for parents but also one for grandparents, teachers, people working with children and non-parents alike.


But how do I put the theory into practice?


Two of the questions I am asked over and over again when I give talks and run workshops are: ‘Will it really work for people who don’t live in Denmark’ and ‘I love the theory but how do I put it into practice?’ The answer to that first question is yes! You see, I didn’t live in Denmark for many years while raising my children. I know first-hand how hard it is to change your default settings and cultural beliefs when faced with everyday parenting challenges in another country. However, this is precisely why I know it works!


The second question is partly responsible for this book. It inspired me to want to create a comprehensive guide that describes the Danish parenting model in more detail, offering insights into how Danes get their children to do chores, cook together and settle into bedtime routines and much more. It explores how they deal with toddler meltdowns, teen conflicts, and that looming question on so many people’s mind these days: what about screen time? I asked my friend Camilla Semlov Andersson, a Danish family therapist with over twenty-five years of experience working with the Danish Way, to help me conceptualise all the advice, activities, philosophy and tips into a road map for anyone, anywhere in the world. The PARENT model has helped me enormously and continues to help countless parents across the globe. We hope it will help you, too.


The PARENT model: a recap


For those who are unfamiliar with The Danish Way of Parenting, here is a recap of the PARENT model.


Play


Play has been considered an educational theory in Denmark since 1871. It is seen as the most important activity a child can engage in. It is the way a child naturally learns, unwinds and even processes their days. Play has been proven to teach some of the most important life skills, including empathy, critical thinking, creativity, self-control and resilience. It also helps us to develop negotiation skills and to learn coping mechanisms that help us deal with stress. In many places, play has been stripped out of schools and homes and replaced with more academic and adult-led activities. At the same time, we have seen an increase in anxiety and depression in many countries, and studies suggest that the two are correlated.


By allowing children more time for unstructured play, we reduce stress, create more connection and foster wellbeing. The key is to believe in the incredible power of play, as they do in Denmark, and to let go of the belief that children have to ‘prove’ to adults that they are learning. This reduces stress all around, allows children to learn naturally and makes families happier.


Authenticity


Danes are extremely honest with their children about all aspects of life. This includes talking about all topics in an honest and age-appropriate way and letting them know that all emotions are OK. There are no good or bad emotions, there are only emotions, and we must learn about all of them. Authenticity means being honest with ourselves first and foremost, and then with our children, not sugar-coating life. When children learn that all emotions are normal and that they can trust how they feel, their internal compasses become stronger and calibrated with their own truth north.


Children don’t need perfect parents; they need emotionally honest ones. Authenticity is also very much tied to the way we praise our kids. Humility is a huge value in Denmark and Danish parents aim to praise for the effort involved rather than the result so that kids know the goal is the process of mastery, not the label of being a master. Studies show that children who are praised too much for their results or for being ‘smart’ can become insecure because they are afraid to make mistakes or lose their ‘smart’ status. Children who are praised for the work they do, however, tend to keep going despite setbacks and failure and are more resilient.


Reframing


Reframing is all about finding the positive details in an otherwise negative situation, changing our use of negative labels and using less black-and-white language. The words we use affect how we feel. Reframing is not about wearing rose-coloured glasses, and it’s not denying that negativity exists; it’s just seeing better aspects to focus on.


Most of what we believe about ourselves, for example, typically comes from our childhoods: ‘I am not good at maths,’ ‘I am lazy,’ etc. These are often labels that our parents unwittingly gave us – and then we go on to do the same with our own children: ‘She isn’t athletic,’ ‘He is so aggressive,’ ‘She is lazy.’ What we don’t realise is that these labels often become self-fulfilling prophecies. Kids think that if their parents say they are this way, they must be this way. Reframing is all about avoiding negative labels, separating children from behaviours, and building up the positive storyline instead. Rather than saying, ‘He is so stubborn,’ we could say, ‘He is so determined.’ Rather than saying, ‘I hate my mother-in-law,’ you could say, ‘I don’t always get along with her, but she is great with the kids.’


Reframing takes practice, but it is such a useful skill when we are able to find and focus on the better details in a seemingly negative situation. This is true in parenting, work, and in our relationships with ourselves and other people. We have to learn to reframe, but our children will grow up doing it naturally, and this can make a profound difference to their feelings of happiness and wellbeing.


Empathy


Empathy is the ability to put yourself in another person’s shoes, and it is closely tied to wellbeing. We are all born with the capacity for empathy, but we have to learn how to hook up the wires. Denmark has been voted one of the most empathetic countries in the world, because empathy is considered one of the most important elements a parent can instil in their child’s language and behaviour. From the ages of three to sixteen, empathy is taught in Danish schools, with the aim of helping children to understand all emotions, to be able to feel what someone else feels, and to look for the good in others.


Empathy is about acknowledging how our children are feeling and helping them put their emotions into words rather than discounting them. We can improve how empathetic we are at any age, and it can help us to achieve everything from improved happiness to success in business. As empathy operates on the same neural pathways as forgiveness, it is key for fostering healthy, meaningful relationships.


No ultimatums


In Denmark, the parenting style is very democratic. This is the opposite of authoritarian style, which is the controlling ‘my way or the highway’ approach commonly used in many countries. Danes do not want their children to fear them in any way. Spanking has been illegal for over twenty-five years and is an unthinkable way to educate children in Denmark. Yelling, screaming and ultimatums are also avoided because they foster fear rather than respect.


Danes see the role of a parent as that of a lighthouse rather than a warden. They send clear, consistent signals to their children so that they can learn to navigate their life’s journey. The ‘no ultimatums’ approach helps parents to avoid power struggles and reduces the likelihood of immediately going into conflict with their kids. It’s about looking for ways to find win/win solutions, rather than win/lose outcomes where, often, everyone loses out. Governing with fear fosters fear, not respect. Often, it’s just about being aware of the core values you want to instil (this is what I often refer to as the big lines of parenting), setting kind but firm boundaries and using considerate language and tone. The motto is: ‘Teach respect, be respectful and you will be respected.’


Togetherness and hygge


Hygge originates from the old Norse word hygga, which means ‘to comfort’. It is about cosying around together, but more than that, it is about being aware that cosy time is sacred and treating it as such. It is essentially drama-free togetherness time. Hygge is much more than a physical space; it’s more of a psychological space that we carve out for ourselves and for the family.


Try to imagine entering this hygge space with your child or family – perhaps as you’re having dinner, playing together or taking a walk – and leaving all your stress, complaining, anger and negativity at the door before entering, just as you take off your coat and your shoes. Doing this creates a much-needed oasis and refuge away from the stresses of life. You can be stressed in every other moment, but for these moments, you aim to be there. It’s not ‘me’ time, it’s ‘we’ time, and for many cultures this doesn’t come naturally. In short, this psychological space provides a shelter from the outside world, and children absolutely love to spend drama-free time with their parents. The more you practise it, the easier it gets. Hygge is not mindfulness – it’s ‘we-fulness’.


How to use this book


The PARENT green script


Parenting is one of the hardest jobs in the world. On top of trying to be the person we would like to be for our kids, we also have to keep our households running. So often, this can feel like an constant grind. Calling to mind the Greek myth of Sisyphus, who is forced to continuously push a rock up a hill, these tasks can feel tedious and tend to frequently fall on the shoulders of one parent. We pull our children along, hoping they will behave without incident. We offer them entertainment and distraction in order to allow us to be more efficient and get the tasks done without interruption, or we unwittingly boss them around with threats and ultimatums.


While this is completely understandable, especially when we are tired and stressed, it can also be an unconscious default setting. All of us have been raised with certain perceptions about the role of the parent–child relationship from our own cultures and upbringing. Historically, children have been seen as smaller and less competent than adults, and therefore it’s believed that they should obey adults at all costs. It’s more of a subject–object relationship. Due to these unconscious beliefs, it’s easy to fall into the habit of yelling or demanding, because that was what was normal for many of us when we were growing up.


The Danish Way, on the other hand, is based on seeing children as completely competent from a very early age, and as individuals who need to be listened to and included in conversations in order for them to cooperate. It’s a subject–subject relationship, rather than one based on power (‘You do what I say because I have the power’). There is no question that, as adults, we have the power, but it’s how we use that power that matters. Danish parents feel they have a responsibility to use their power responsibly by treating children with equal dignity rather than as objects. This is a cycle of respect that comes back to you. It’s not always easy, though, when you haven’t been raised this way, so having a sort of ‘emotional script’ to fall back on in order to guide us can be incredibly helpful.


Alfred Hitchcock, the famous writer and director of countless movies, was known for making two scripts when he wrote his films. One was called the ‘blue script’ and one was called the ‘green script’. The blue script described what would physically happen in the film, and the green script described what he wanted the audience to feel.


This is a very interesting way to reframe how we see our everyday activities, routines and chores as parents. What if we were to think of our to-do lists as the blue script – what needs to get done – and our ‘to-be’ lists as the green script – how we ideally want to be/feel with our children.


The Danish Way Every Day aims to help parents develop their green script whenever possible.


The book is divided into three sections: Everyday Activities, Routines and Fun.


Each chapter begins with a common parenting pitfall, followed by an overview of the chapter based around the PARENT model – our green script – to help set the stage and mentally prepare you for the tasks ahead. Every topic then lays out simple activities, language tips, ways to avoid meltdowns, ideas for reframing, ways to encourage empathy, hygge tips and many insights into the Danish parenting philosophy. We will cover:




toddlers (0–3)


young children (4–6)


older children (7–10)


tweens and teens (11–16)





You can either read the whole book in its entirety, or flip to the sections that apply to your child/children. It is recommended that you read the introductions and at least two age groups at a time, along with the PARENT tips, as age group behaviours often overlap depending on where you live.


Research shows that the quality of the time you spend with your children is more important than the quantity. So many parents berate themselves for not doing enough, but even if you can find only ten or twenty minutes a day to dedicate to being present with your kids, it’s enough. And if you can’t, that’s OK too. The important thing is to try. I would like parents to see everyday activities not as obstacles but rather opportunities to embrace quality time. There is no magic wand when it comes to parenting, but the Danish Way really does work. The key is that it’s not just about the doing that matters; what’s important is the being together. This is a mindset shift that can be adopted anywhere in the world. It just takes some awareness and a little creative intention to implement it.


I want to clarify that Denmark is not a utopia, and the parenting style is not the only reason the Danes are so happy. Like every country, they have their own internal challenges to deal with, and there are certainly unhappy people living there as well. However, I have simply had the opportunity to see the world through very different lenses – ‘Danish lenses’, if you will – and it has completely changed my perspective on life. I want to offer you these Danish glasses so you can try them on for yourself – and if you see anything differently, it will have been a success.
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PART 1


EVERYDAY ACTIVITIES


As parents, we often believe that spending quality time with our kids means taking expensive trips or going on special outings, but this couldn’t be further from the truth. In Denmark, most parents make a big effort to transform everyday activities into opportunities to connect, collaborate and create hygge, rather than seeing them as obstacles. It’s not about what I have to get done, but rather what we can do together. It’s about seeing the family as a team, one in which everyone has a role to play. Danes are very aware that from an early age, children love being with their moms and dads – helping out, imitating and playing – and that the sooner we include them, the better.


Cooking, shopping, eating and doing chores together not only improves family bonds, but it also gives kids a chance to feel like they’re contributing to the family. Danish parents believe this is very meaningful for children. It fosters a deep sense of self-esteem because kids feel genuinely valued and needed. In a Harvard Grant study that is one of the longest-running longitudinal studies in history (spanning seventy-five years from 1930 to the present) researchers uncovered two things that people need in order to be successful. The first is love and the second is work ethic. According to the experiences of 724 high-achievers who were part of the study, they agreed that a ‘pitch-in’ mindset and doing chores as a child were key to success. Learning to work well as part of a team is beneficial for our entire lives: at home, in school, at work and in love.


Children who are taken seriously in everyday activities reap numerous benefits. This kind of involvement significantly reduces depression, anxiety and other mental illnesses. It improves vocabulary and problem-solving skills. Children do better in school and have fewer behavioural problems. This time together provides an outlet for pent-up emotions kids may not be able to express otherwise and helps them to process these feelings.


The reality is, we are happier when we see work as a free choice rather than a forced chore. In this way, daily tasks become more fun and meaningful. We are playing on the same team with the shared goal of taking care of each other respectfully. This is far more motivating for everyone. By calibrating our mindset with our parenting green script – how we want to be with our children, rather than what we have to do – we can move in the direction of more joy and wellbeing for the whole family.










Chores



Parenting pitfall: Making the house a hotel


I started a little late when it came to getting my children involved in helping at home, and it was something I really regretted. I’d had such an aversion to chores growing up that I ended up creating a hotel environment where I did everything for them, robbing them of important lessons in taking care of themselves and contributing to the family. Over time, I started to question my views on chores and why I saw them so negatively. In Denmark, they believe that children naturally want to contribute to the family, and that we are depriving them if we don’t include them. From a very early age, Danish children are involved in all aspects of work and play. Every school has a fully functioning kitchen and woodworking rooms where kids do ‘chores’ or dukse together, and education is not just about academics, but also learning how to be a contributing member of society. This is seen as fun for kids. According to the Center for Parenting Education, children who regularly do chores are better able to deal with frustration and delayed gratification, have higher self-esteem and are more responsible than those who don’t do chores.


So, what if I changed my approach to be more like that of the Danish Way? What if I saw chores as something playful and an opportunity to be together? And what if I treated the kids as valuable and respected team members? My husband and I talked a lot about making some deliberate changes at home. We were moving house and changing our work situations, so it was a perfect opportunity to signal a new system. We spoke to our children and expressed our need to help each other as a family. Things like cooking, food shopping, doing laundry and weekly cleaning had to become more of a joint effort. I think it was a bit strange for the kids at first, but I know they appreciated feeling that they were being taken more seriously. We made agreements and wrote down how we could each contribute. I worked very hard on myself to stop expecting chores to be done now, in exactly the way I wanted them done, and disciplined myself to speak more respectfully – to be less bossy and less demanding. I had to be patient. I often adopted the role of helping them out when I wanted something done, which was new for me. Sometimes I had to remind the kids of our agreements, but things really began to shift in a big way. I was so shocked; I could hardly believe it. I started getting back the respectful treatment I had been giving. This felt like a huge parenting win for me, and I was so incredibly proud. It definitely took some time, but it worked. If I had adopted this approach when they were younger, it would have been so much easier, but it’s never too late to change.




PARENT tips


Play


From early on in school, we are taught that work is something we have to do, while play is something we want to do. Work is hard; play is fun. But in Denmark, work and play are not opposites. When we think of ‘work’ as play, or as something fun, it brings out our better qualities and makes us feel good. Start kids as early as possible, including them in chores or using parallel play. This could be encouraging them to symbolically sweep up crumbs with a small brush, or ‘organising’ Tupperware in the kitchen. Danes send the message that chores are something we do together as a family. It’s not playtime, but it can be playful, which makes it nicer. Put on some music, dance around and gamify tasks (Who can get all the spots off the window? Who can find the missing socks?). It is much easier to include children when they are young and more likely to be interested than when they become less interested as teenagers. Their interest has a lot to do with your attitude. If you make the experience playful, it will be more fun. If it seems like drudgery, it will be. Play, by definition, is something you are always free to quit. If you can’t quit and have no choice, it is no longer play. Remember that nothing sucks the joy out of work like having no freedom to choose or dealing with a micromanaging boss.


Authenticity


It’s OK if it’s not perfect! Accept the effort made and the job done. Focus on what your child does right, rather than pointing out what they do wrong. Think about how you would feel if someone asked you to help, then criticised your efforts and did the whole thing again ‘the right way’ once you were done. Subtle messages sent by redoing work can erode confidence. This is true for all chores. Aim to praise kids for the work they’ve done and their general helpfulness, rather than picking apart their efforts. They are learning and this is part of the process. We want kids to feel genuinely needed, valued and appreciated, and we can help them learn by doing tasks together. Help them fold. Help them vacuum. Use ‘we’ and ‘let’s’ instead of ‘you’, so it feels like a joint experience. If they feel valued, they will be more intrinsically motivated to help than if they are faced with extrinsic threats or offered bribes. Feeling valued will develop their true sense of personal responsibility. Also, we as parents aren’t always the neatest and cleanest, and it’s OK to be honest about that: ‘I know I can be messy too. This is why I try to remember to clean up straight away so it doesn’t build up more.’ Honesty and vulnerability are far better than hypocrisy. We are all trying our best, and doing chores is just one of those things we do as a family unit.


Reframing


Learn to see chores as something we choose to do, not something we have to do. Seeing chores as a choice (and something you can enjoy) makes all the difference to how you experience it. This is how you can hone a child’s natural desire to contribute. Whether the task is helping put dishes in the dishwasher, doing laundry together or tidying up, it can be seen as an extension of the child’s play – but the reframe needs to come from you. For all ages, doing chores can be a really nice way to spend time together. Younger kids love to be with us, while for older kids, it can be a wonderful opportunity for chats we wouldn’t have otherwise. Like driving, doing the dishes or tidying up offers a way to focus on a task that doesn’t involve eye contact, which can be the catalyst for great conversations.


Mess can be very triggering, and sometimes, as parents, we may instantaneously call our kids ‘lazy’, ‘spoilt’ or ‘messy’. Calling kids names isn’t going to motivate them. If we start out with an attitude of annoyance and expectation, we very often promote the very behaviour we don’t want – and that’s a sure way to go into a power struggle. The more we are able to see our children’s positive sides and understand them (depending on their age, brain development and what can be expected) the more we can act with respect. Reframe your attitude and use humour whenever possible: ‘Is that a science project you’re growing in your room? Can we clean it up or do you need it for class?’ Another way of Danish reframing is to externalise a negative label. So, instead of saying, ‘You are so lazy and messy,’ you could say, ‘We can all be struck by bouts of “laziness” and “messy moments” – adults included.’ This shows your child that these are not fixed traits, and they don’t define us as people.


Empathy


It used to be believed that kids were not empathetic, but this is simply not true. Studies show that toddlers naturally help out when they see an adult in need of assistance. Eighteen-month-olds will almost always try to help an adult who is struggling with a task. If the adult is reaching for something, the toddler will try to hand it to them, and if they see them drop something, they will pick it up. This is why involving young children in daily tasks is setting them up to be natural helpers for life. As they get older, they may not feel like helping sometimes, and this is normal. Consider how they are spending their time: are they lounging on the sofa, or doing homework or practising an instrument? Cleaning doesn’t have to be a test to see whether they jump at your beck and call. If you like the way they are using their time and they don’t take things for granted, you can be flexible. Also, it’s fine to have preferences. Would they rather do outdoor tasks, like taking out the bins, or indoor tasks, like cleaning the kitchen or feeding pets? We all have things we need to do as a family, but not everyone needs to do everything.


No ultimatums


Aftaler or agreements are powerful and widely used in Denmark to help avoid power struggles. These agreements are a core part of chores, because they ensure that everyone understands what needs to be done, what the expectations are and who is responsible for what. For example, your agreements around chores might be: ‘In our family, we help each other. That’s how our family works. We do tasks together.’


Get your kids to commit to helping. You might say, ‘I really need help setting the table and with the vacuuming today. Are you OK with doing it?’ The more kids are involved in this understanding and participate in the agreements from early on, the less you will have to use ultimatums. Instead, you can communicate respectfully: ‘We agreed your room would be cleaned up today. When do you think you can do it? After this show? OK.’ These agreements can be made daily or weekly, at breakfast or at special family meetings. They might be verbal agreements or a written list stuck on the fridge detailing who will do what – different approaches will work for different families. What’s most important is that the children are involved and included in these agreements, and that their preferences are acknowledged. The feeling of being valued and having a voice builds self-worth and a sense of personal responsibility, which is an intrinsic motivator rather than an extrinsic one, such as getting a reward for helping or being punished if they don’t.


Togetherness and hygge


Chores in themselves can be a really nice time to cosy around together if you learn to see them that way, and you can also use togetherness in your rewards. Some Danes award physical rewards like stickers for doing chores, but rather than a reward being about something material, it could be more about working towards being together in hygge: doing things like going to the zoo, taking a walk in the woods, or making their favourite dinner. It’s a careful balance; you don’t want ‘rewards’ to become something that is expected in return for doing chores.


Embracing minimalism is another way to focus on what really matters, and it’s a very popular approach in Denmark. Less clutter, more hygge. Try to declutter often, getting rid of things you don’t need and toys they don’t use. This has a host of mental benefits, helping to clear the mind and foster creativity.


Let kids have their own space in the living room (hygge krog or ‘hygge corner’) that is respected so they feel a part of the family space and it’s clear where their things can go.





Chores with toddlers (0–3)


Start young: imitation and inclusion


Danes know that it’s very easy to get younger children to participate, so doing tasks together can start as soon as possible. Most parents will find that, once they start cleaning, little children naturally gravitate towards being with them, and then it becomes easier to suggest something they can help with and teach new skills. Being part of the cleaning can be great fun for toddlers. It’s part of their play. For example, they can:


• use their own sponge or cloth so they can imitate you as you clean


• wash windows that are at their height with natural solution and a small squeegee


• use a very small dustpan and brush to get into corners while we sweep the floor


• tidy things into baskets you hold out for them


• hand you things as you work (asking them for these items also builds vocabulary)


• help you load and unload the washing machine or dryer


• sort socks and clothing by colour


• help hang up clothes to dry – if the clothes line or dryer is at their height – or hand them to you from the basket


Parallel play


Very young ones can be included by engaging in parallel play next to us – whether that’s sorting clothes pegs, using a small brush to symbolically ‘help’ us sweep, or rearranging Tupperware while we clean the kitchen. These are all ways to foster inclusion from early on in play.


Child sight


In Danish there is a word, barnesyn, which literally means ‘child sight’. It means seeing the world through a child’s eyes. Danes use this expression to help them see their children’s worlds emotionally and physically. Try to get down on the floor and see the physical world through your toddler’s eyes. Is there anything they can reach? Are the sockets covered? Are there any wires or power cords that they could trip on? Is there clutter or mess on the floor? Is it clear to them where things should be put away? Toddlers like things to have a place and to know where that place is. And when we know the area is safe, we can relax more when tidying up and playing with them, and when enjoying family hygge.


Setting up a hygge home


Scandinavian households tend to be very minimalist. Reducing the amount of stuff and clutter makes organisation for children and adults easier. By giving them special boxes, drawers or shelves in the living room and their bedrooms for putting their things away, and perhaps by creating a ‘hygge corner’ with a teepee and toys, Danish parents make their children feel like a part of the household, not separate from it. Here are some ways you can give your children a sense of having their own space and being part of the home.


• Create a hygge corner in the living room using a teepee, a small rug, a basket with some toys and books, and a comfy bean bag.


• Have a specific spot for everything. Small bookcases with space for boxes that can be easily removed are a great way for your kids to store their favourite toys.


• Set up a play kitchen where they can engage in parallel play.


• If possible, furnish their bedroom with a small closet with drawers, shelves and hangers that they can reach, so that they can be part of taking clothes out and putting them away.


• Try to keep the quantity of toys and clothes that are in their spaces minimal and seasonal, changing them out as the seasons change. This reduces clothing battles and fosters more creativity.


• In the bathroom, add a low step so they can reach the sink, a laundry basket for dirty clothes and towels, and a low hook where they can hang their own towel.


It’s perhaps not surprising, given its Scandinavian origins, but IKEA is a good source of affordable solutions for the Scandinavian hygge home from a child’s point of view.


Chores with young children (4–6)


Break it into small tasks


If you make cleaning and tidying part of a daily routine, it’s easier to make it part of afternoon play. This way, it doesn’t get so overwhelming that it takes hours, and it’s easier to include your child. Try to create a routine built up of small tasks, like:


• straightening the cushions


• hanging up clothes


• making the bed


• putting away toys


• watering plants or tending to the garden




[image: Illustration] Togetherness matters [image: Illustration]


The main thing to remember with young children is to try to do things together so the child doesn’t feel alone in the activity. Remember: ‘In our family, we help each other. That’s how our family works. We do tasks together.’ It’s always more pleasant to do things together, rather than alone. It’s impossible to overstate how important this philosophy is when it comes to chores and household duties in general, and what a difference it makes for kids of this age – and often for older kids, too.





Make chores playful


Putting on music, singing and dancing can be a very helpful way to get a playful vibe going and make cleaning up more appealing for everyone – including ourselves! Cleaning together can be entertaining and playful for children. Always remember that they like to be with us, especially when we are in a fun mood. The earlier we take advantage of their innate desire to join in, the more successfully we will plant the seeds for long-term helpers. Invite them to help. For example:


• give children special areas to dust, clean and be responsible for


• encourage them to stand on a ladder or stool and clean the kitchen counter or table


• do the dishes together


• have them put their toys away and tidy their hygge corner


• let them help with vacuuming if they are able to hold and manoeuvre the vacuum cleaner


Focus on effort, not perfection


For some of us, constant correcting is a habit we’ve inherited from our own parents. This can negate what we are trying to encourage: the child feeling like a useful contributing part of the fællesskab (family community). When our kids help us, let’s show our gratitude and remember to live with areas that are not as perfectly clean as we would like them to be. Be grateful for the effort they’ve put in. We can help them learn to get better at cleaning as we work together – use ‘we’ and ‘let’s’ more than ‘you’. For example:


‘Oh, we missed a spot here.’


‘Let me help you with that so we get the whole carpet.’


‘Let’s fold these towels together. We try to make the corners match, like this.’


Chores with older children (7–10)


Don’t mix love with business


There is nothing wrong with kids having regular chores, but don’t mix love with business. Danes want kids to understand that we help each other because we are a family, and the child’s efforts are appreciated – but chores aren’t completed in exchange for love. Chores have nothing to do with love. They are part of what we do to keep our family running together, and everyone has an important role to play. We want to foster goodwill and personal responsibility, but much like the grades they achieve at school, your child completing chores has nothing to do with how much you love them, or how much they love you.


Increase responsibility


If children have been helping out over the years, they can now begin to take almost complete responsibility for some aspects of cleaning. And, as parents, we can help them, exactly as they have helped us in the rest of the house. In this way, we really show that we are a team.


For example, children of this age can assume a leading role in:


• doing the dishes and loading/unloading the dishwasher


• cleaning their rooms and making their beds


• folding and putting away their clothing


• taking care of pets


• vacuuming and sweeping


• cleaning windows that they can safely reach


• cleaning bathrooms


• taking out trash


• dusting


• setting and clearing the table


• cooking


• watering and tending to plants


• sorting and doing their laundry


The democratic approach to chores


Following through on agreements is very important, but Danes generally try to avoid threats and ultimatums for not following through. They trust children will get it, as long as they believe in them and keep including them. Taking away screen time might help you win in the short term, but it won’t help in the long run, as the goal is to build up a sense of personal responsibility rather than obedience. Personal responsibility comes from feeling respected and feeling that your contribution is needed. Obedience is doing what you are told out of fear or because of threats. It’s an important difference. Communicating with your child with respect also helps set you up for the teenage years to come. If you are harsh, your child will reflect your attitude later on. If you are respectful, this will also be reflected. Keep that in mind.


Try using phrases like: ‘I am just asking when you can clean up, because it means a lot to me. Is there something we can do to make it easier for you to remember the agreements we’ve made? I know you want to help, but then something comes up and you forget. Shall we plan to clean up after breakfast, and then you can play?’


Help them understand natural consequences


We can let children know that we are disappointed that we had to do something alone.


You might say: ‘You said you were going to help me. I reminded you, and now I’m late and stressed, and that’s why I am not in a good mood. Will you please remember to help me next time?’


This approach shows them how hard it is for you and demonstrates that there are natural consequences – being late and feeling stressed – when you have to do things alone.


Cultural differences and consequences


For some parents, it’s too hard to not have consequences; it’s just too far from their starting point culturally. If it’s too much of a stretch for you to work with full democracy, at least try to have the sanctions come from your child so they have been a part of the decision. Ask them: ‘If you didn’t follow through on what we agreed, what do you think is a fair consequence?’


Chores with tweens and teens (11–16)


Treat them like small adults


Teens can help out with all manner of cleaning tasks if they have been shown how. It is a good idea to tell your teen when you need the job to be done by instead of telling them that you need it done now or shortly. Talk to them as you would your partner and give them some say in deciding when they can do it. For example:


‘We need to clean the house. When will be best for you?’


‘I can see you are busy with your friends, but in an hour I need help preparing the table.’


‘Next weekend, we are having a big dinner with family and friends. I really need some help, so could you put it into your schedule that Saturday is our cleaning day.’


‘I don’t want to interrupt you, but we agreed you would clean up today. When can you do it? After this show? OK.’


Allowance


At this age many kids do earn an allowance or pocket money in Denmark (and some do much earlier), but it is not universal. Money isn’t a reward for helping per se; it’s so kids can have something of their own to spend. Helping out in the house is still considered something we do as a family, and not something they should be paid for. This is really up to you to decide, but kids understand money much more at this age and may have some special things they want to save up for. It’s also very common for teens to have part-time jobs.


Be aware of the distinction between family work and work


There is a distinction between nice family bonding activities and more hardcore cleaning jobs. In many cases, you need to be aware of the different kinds.


For example, dragging dirty, stinking trash out to bins is work, not family bonding time, but laying the table and setting out plates and glasses is nice to do together. Light cleaning and tidying up is a nice task; scrubbing the bathroom floor and cleaning the toilet is work.
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