
 

Chapter one 

HOW HYGGE SUPPORTS YOU 

When taking a flight in the event of an emergency we’re often reminded of the 
importance of fitting our own oxygen mask first before helping others with theirs. 
This same concept can be applied to your teaching: you can’t support and inspire 
others, if you’re tired, run down or feeling stressed. One of my members recently 
told me that she decided to embrace hygge as, “I’m so used to putting everyone else 
first and never do anything for me. I’ve forgotten who I am these days and I want to 
remember who I am and be kind to myself.” 

Data collected in a major report “Minds Matter” carried out by the Pre-school 
Learning Alliance (2018) showed that 74% of early educators experienced work-
related stress in the month they took part in the study, indicating the extent of mental 
health challenges faced by the early years sector. 

I know what this stress can feel like first-hand as there were times at the start of my 
career when I worked as an early years teacher and often had feelings of overwhelm 
and anxiety around doing my job well. I had an ever-growing to-do list and very little 
time to do these tasks. I would get up early to be the first at work and would always 
be the last one to leave. My weekends and evenings were often consumed with more 
work and my social life became non-existent as I was either working or exhausted. 
The stress of the job was having such a negative impact on the way my body was 
responding. My skin was dull, my eyes had lost their sparkle (and had been replaced 
with dark bags), I was exhausted, my body ached and my wellbeing levels were low. 

There are many different definitions of wellbeing and it varies slightly around 
the world. In general, it refers to feeling at ease, being spontaneous and free of 
emotional tensions and is crucial to good “mental health.” It can be linked to self-
confidence, a good degree of self-esteem and resilience. NHS England defines stress 
as “the body’s reaction to feeling threatened or under pressure,” and although a little 
bit of stress every now and again can be motivating to get things done, prolonged 
stress over time can cause burnout, which leaves a negative impact on our bodies: 
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●● Insomnia: This includes broken sleep, struggling to fall asleep and nightmares. 
●● Muscles aches: When you feel under pressure, you’re unsure of how your leader 

might react to something and you hold your body so tight with so much tension. 
This is often felt in the back, neck and shoulders. It may feel like you’ve been 
lifting a heavy weight. 

●● Dizziness: When you’re stressed, your body produces a surge of hormones which 
makes your heart beat faster and your blood vessels narrow, which can lead to 
feelings of being light-headed and feeling dizzy. Longer term this also increases 
your blood pressure and puts you at a greater risk of a heart attack or stroke. 

●● Weakened immune system: If you’re feeling under pressure and stressed then 
your immune system is weakened. This might mean you catch every bug going 
around and need to take more sick days, which can then increase the level of 
stress you feel. 

●● Exhaustion: Do you feel as though it’s just too hard to get up in the morning? You 
press snooze three times; you need a nap mid-afternoon and crave sleep-ins on a 
weekend? When we find it hard to relax and switch off, our body doesn’t have any 
down time and we end up running on empty. 

Feeling stressed is not only having a negative effect on your wellbeing but it can also 
influence those around you. How many times have you been at work and felt like 
the children just weren’t listening or that your team were pushing all your buttons? 
Next time you feel this particular way I want you to just stop for two minutes and 
consider your feelings. Did you have a particularly stressful morning before work 
or an argument about burnt toast with your partner? We often find that if we are 
experiencing a bad day or feeling tired then our mood can start to impact those 
around us. When we take a look at neuroscience, we can understand that the brain 
loves to imitate, therefore if you’re feeling grumpy or excited it can be contagious to 
those around you. Scientists (Fadiga et al., 1995) understand that imitation functions 
through a system of mirror neurons. As we watch another person mirror neurons fire 
through the motor cortex and map that movement into our bodies. This shows us that 
we need to be the energy we want from others in our classroom and provides another 
reason to improve your own mental health and wellbeing. 

When my member Rachael started to prioritise her wellbeing she began to see 
a huge impact in her work as well as her personal life. This also involved the 
acceptance of not being able to do everything and learning how to say no. 
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How hygge supports you 

Hygge in the Early Years course has had a massive impact on me and my setting. 
Unlike any other course, it focused on my wellbeing too, something I never had 
time for and always felt guilty about. At the start of the course, I was at an all-
time low in my career – I needed a major operation, wasn’t sleeping and felt 
stuck in a rut, doing the same routines. The course taught me to prioritise my 
own wellbeing, to slow things down and not feel guilty about stepping back from 
commitments and I had always done, like running groups. We now embrace 
the Hygge aspect “presence” – living in the moment. We go for walks, we sit in 
woods (and sometimes puddles), we listen to the birds singing or read a book 
on our walk (all good phonics activities too). We’ve slowed down. We also have 
more natural resources (mainly free or home-made), we do yoga and activities 
are more child led, process over product. The children are more engaged and 
the pace of the setting is calmer and relaxed. If there’s one step I’d recommend, 
it’s take a good look at what you do each week. Is it the same thing purely from 
routine? Can you step back and do something different? Don’t feel guilty about 
putting your own wellbeing first; you can then be strong enough to support 
others. 

(Rachael Hill, childminder) 

Each year The World 
Happiness Report ranks 
156 countries by their 
happiness levels. In 
2020 Finland held the top 
spot for the third year in a 
row with Denmark coming in 
at a close second. Denmark, 
Switzerland, Norway and 
Finland have consistently 
held the top places on the list for the last six years. All four countries tend to have 
high values for all six of the key variables that have been found to support wellbeing: 
income, healthy life expectancy, social support, freedom, trust and generosity. 

Denmark also has the key to high levels of happiness with its approach to living well 
– “Hygge.” 
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What is hygge? 
Hygge is the Danish approach to living well that focuses on being in the moment and 
embracing the feelings of warmth, simplicity and connection. The term first appeared 
in written Danish in the early 1800s and is believed to originate from the word 
hug. Meik Wiking, author of The Little Book of Hygge and founder of the Happiness 
Research Institute in Copenhagen, believes that there are ten principles that must be 
considered to live a hygge lifestyle. These are: 

●● Atmosphere 
●● Presence 
●● Pleasure 
●● Equality 
●● Togetherness 
●● Gratitude 
●● Harmony 
●● Truce 
●● Comfort 
●● Shelter 

(Principles taken from Wiking, M. (2016) The Little Book of Hygge) 

We can explore hygge in more detail by considering what each principle looks like in 
practice. 

●● Atmosphere: Creating a calm vibe 
●● Presence: Not being on your phone and living in the moment 
●● Pleasure: It should be fun, enjoyable and bring great happiness 
●● Equality: No one is better than anyone else 
●● Togetherness: Spend time with people you care about and those that make you 

smile 
●● Gratitude: Take time to reflect on what you’re grateful for 
●● Harmony: Life is not a competition 
●● Truce: No need for arguments 
●● Comfort: Relax, wear fluffy socks and be cosy 
●● Shelter: Your home is important 

Hygge is a very sensory experience and we can tune into the simple pleasures in 
life with our senses while also improving our wellbeing. For instance, just looking at 
something beautiful can make you feel more joy as it releases dopamine. This is the 
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How hygge supports you 

part of our brain responsible for feeling 
pleasure. 

Seeing hygge: It could be a shaft of 
sunlight hitting the coffee table, the 
glittering reflections on the sea, a 
flicker of candlelight, a bird taking a dip 
in your birdbath or the first snowdrop 
after a long winter. 

Feeling hygge: The comforting weight 
of a cat sat on your lap, the warmth on 
your hands from a mug of tea on a chilly 
afternoon, the feel of the sun on your 
skin as you relax by a pool, the embrace 
of a loved one in your arms or a gentle 
breeze on your skin as you walk along 
the beach. 

Smelling hygge: The aroma of bluebells 
after a rainstorm, the nostalgic smell of 
an old English tea rose taking you back 
to your childhood, your baby that’s just 
been bathed, the smell of baking filling 
your kitchen or the smell of the rain as it 
hits dry ground. 

Tasting hygge: Freshly baked scones 
with jam and cream, the slurp of your 
homemade soup warming your insides 
or tasting summer in a glass as you 
drink your freshly squeezed orange 
juice. 

With the long dark nights and harsh 
winters, the Danes must have a mindset 
of positivity. Hygge is felt even more 
when something negative is going on 
around you. When speaking to a Dane 
while on my travels they said, “I love 
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closing the curtains at the end of the day when it’s dark outside. It signifies cosy time 
for me by shutting out the outside and busy world.” When it’s cold and snowing the 
situation is turned around and they light a fire, gather candles and get comfy under 
blankets. They take enjoyment from the warmth they experience while reading a book 
by the fire and watching the snow fall outside. When it’s raining it’s a chance to use 
an umbrella they love and it waters their plants. As the darkness comes in it’s used 
as an opportunity to light a fire and toast marshmallows and come together to tell 
stories as the flames dance. The darkness can offer an opportunity to stargaze as 
well. 

Activity 
Discovering what hygge feels like for you will be different to how a colleague 
experiences it. The individual things that light us up in life make us who we are. 
Make a hygge scrapbook or vision board of what hygge looks, smells, tastes 
and feels like to you by gathering a collection of images or quotes that you 
resonate with. These can then be shared with colleagues and you could develop a 
collective one for your team. 

Activity 
Remember that Danes don’t live just for the happiness of a next holiday or the 
weekend but actually live for simple and joyful moments each day. Make a list of 
everything you enjoy doing then a separate list of what you do each day. Now add 
something that you love to your daily list. 

My hygge day 
Hygge feels different for everyone and I wanted to share with you what it feels and 
looks like for me by telling you about our very hygge Sunday. 

We began our morning by having a slow breakfast together as a family where we 
lit the candles and talked about what we all wanted to do on such a cold foggy day. 
Despite the weather, we decided to get wrapped up and embrace the great outdoors. 
We headed out for an autumn walk through the woods and to a nearby dam. 
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As we walked along we took in the smell of the trees, the oozing of the mud on our 
boots and the sound of the birds in the trees. We also loved collecting up many 
natural treasures like pine cones, leaves and stones. 

Once we got back from our chilly walk we decided to get warm and cosy by building a 
hygge den in the living room. We filled our den with warm blankets, twinkly lights and 
some of our favourite books. As we read the story of the Gingerbread Man and sipped 
our hot chocolate we could hear the gentle sound of raindrops hitting the velux roof. 
We loved the repetitive story of the Gingerbread Man and the beautiful illustrations 
in the book. We used some storytelling cards to help us re-tell the story in our play. 
It then inspired us to bake our very own delicious gingerbread as well and the house 
was filled with the sweet aroma of our baking. 

At the end of our afternoon 
we returned back to the 
children’s interests from the 
woodland walk and used a 
batch of natural playdough 
to explore leaves. This was a 
very calming way to end such 
a hyggelig day. 

Sometimes we feel as though 
our day isn’t going to plan 
or we might be feeling tired. 
To introduce hygge into 
your routine when you feel 
it hasn’t been a good day it 
might look like this: 

At the end of a busy morning 
session in nursery I made 
time to have my lunch, 
reminding myself that doing 
this isn’t an act of wellbeing 
but is actually an essential 
part of my day. I sat in our 
outdoor area to eat and 
when I’d finished I applied 
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some relaxing hand cream and took two minutes to do some deep breathing. At the 
end of my working day I got into the car and put my favourite feel-good playlist on. 
As I arrived home I made myself a nice mug of hot tea and dipped a biscuit in it as I 
reflected on the day. These few quiet moments to myself are always key for reflection 
and winding down from a hectic day. We then made a family dinner together and sat 
around the table chatting as we ate. After dinner we spent some time in the garden 
watering our plants (which is always very soothing on the senses) and feeding the 
chickens before taking a shower with calming essential oils and getting into bed. 

Activity 
Try a piece of creative writing about what your own version of a hygge day would 
look and feel like. 

Approaching wellbeing around the world 
Many Danes believe that hygge can only be practised in Denmark but I think there are 
elements we can take from this approach to happiness and feel inspired by. We can 
also look around the world at what other countries are doing to support wellbeing. 

In Japan their concept of Ikigai is all about discovering your purpose in life and how 
this can match up to your values and what you enjoy. This gives you a reason to get 
up in the morning and also helps you to live longer. There is also Japanese Kintsugi 
which offers a very useful life lesson that nothing is ever truly broken. Here fractured 
pottery is fixed with gold. The practice of Shinrin Yoku, which translates as forest 
bathing, also developed in Japan in the 1980s as a preventative health care method 
and is based on the belief that there are physical and mental benefits from spending 
time soaking in the atmosphere of a forest. Studies by Furuyashiki et al. (2019) have 
shown that spending just 15 minutes walking between the trees can reduce blood 
pressure, lower stress levels and help with the clarity of your thinking. 

In 2017 New Zealand made the headlines around the world as they announced 
their wellbeing budget. The government focused on prioritising mental wellbeing, 
showing that financial growth was not the only indicator of a country’s progress. All 
government spending was linked to how it supported the five specific wellbeing goals: 
bolstering mental health, reducing child poverty, supporting indigenous peoples, 
moving to a low-carbon-emission economy and flourishing in a digital age. 
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Over in Mumbai, India in 1995, Dr Madan Kataria’s article titled “Laughter – the Best 
Medicine” highlighted through her research that laughter can be combined with 
movements like yoga to have a huge emotional and physical impact on mental health 
and wellbeing. 

Taking an international look at wellbeing shows us that we don’t just have to stick 
to one singular approach to supporting our own wellbeing. Instead we can mix and 
match what is most effective for us and use elements of each to help discover our 
calm. 
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