
 
 
 
 
             
            
 
 

 
 

 
The Happiest Kids in the World 

 

How hard could parenting possibly be? Most people on the planet have 

been doing it since people roamed the planet, with or without higher 

education. Most animals manage it pretty well, too (OK, except for the 
species that eat their young). In other words, having kids and taking 

care of them is a pretty primal affair.  
And yet Good Parenting seems now to have surpassed law, technology, 

finance and consulting as a competitive, high-stakes industry in its own 
right – where insecure overachievers gladly work unpaid overtime to 

get it right. There is also a booming parallel industry in ‘how to’ books, 
blogs, and counselors willing to show us the way. One of those books, 

however, sets out to break this inflationary mold and bring parenting 
gently back down to Earth…Dutch-style:  The Happiest Kids in the 

World. 
Coming from the infamous pressure-cooker parenting zones of the US 

and the UK, the book’s authors Rina Mae Acosta and Michele Hutchison 
learned to let go, lengthen the leash, and embrace Dutch-style laissez-

faire parenting in pursuit of happier kids. And happier selves. So far, at 

least, their experiment seems to be paying off – and they are here with 
us tonight to share their secrets. 

We’ll find out at last what keeps Dutch children at the top of the world’s 
Happiness rankings – and what the rest of us can learn (if not blindly 

apply) from their experience. Is it all that playing and biking outdoors 
in bad weather that creates resilience? Is it the Dutch ‘6’jes cultuur,’ or 

embracing average-ness, that makes for more relaxed parents?  Is it 
their practice of benign neglect that fosters freedom and 

independence? Might it be this deeply egalitarian society – with an 
even deeper social safety net – that lets Dutch kids grow up in a 

healthy comfort zone? Or, as the authors suggest (only half in jest), is 
it ultimately about eating chocolate sprinkles for breakfast after an 

uncommonly long night of sleep?  
Whatever it may be, Dutch children are demonstrably the happiest kids 

in the world, according to UNICEF studies of child well-being in 2007 

and 2013. Even though it rains 214 days per year here, with 
Amsterdam the 4th wettest city in Europe! And by the way, these wet, 

happy kids apparently grow up to be wet, happy adults, too. As the 
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website W Dish reported, ‘the Dutch really seem to have this "living 
well" thing figured out. Consistently ranking in the top 10 list of the 

happiest residents, the Netherlands has a life-satisfaction score of 7.4 

according to the OECD better life index.’  So what do the Dutch know 
that the rest of us don’t? And more importantly, is it possible (and is it 

wise) for the rest of us to try to adopt these approaches at home?  
 

The ‘DutchFlix and Chill’ formula sounds highly appealing to stressed-out 
parents everywhere. But life can sometimes get in the way: You may have 

a colicky baby. Or a gifted, ambitious child. Or your child is the target of 
online bullying. Your kid’s best friend speaks fluent Mandarin and has a 

bedroom lined with hockey trophies. Your daughter is badly injured in a 
bike accident – without a helmet – or has started raiding your liquor 

cabinet with her friends. Maybe your son wants to study in the U.S. What 
to do? Before you know it, the hyper parenting gene kicks in to protect, 

punish, push, or promote. Our speakers tonight probably would tell us, 
Stop…Do Less! (as the Dutch would say, ‘Doe Maar Gewoon!’ – Just act 

normal).  

At its core, the highly personal choice (conscious or unconscious) of which 
parenting style to adopt with our children rests initially on three pillars: 

1) What did we love about our own childhood upbringing that we hope to 

replicate with our own kids? (Whether they want it or not!) 

2) What did we hate from our own childhood that we swear to try to avoid?   

(Good luck!!) 

3) What did we miss in our upbringing that we hope now to be able to offer 

our children? 

As with everything in Dutch culture, these three parenting pillars seem to 
play out in a far narrower bandwidth here than elsewhere. And maybe 

that’s a good thing for all concerned. 
It is my pleasure to introduce this evening’s special guests, Rina Mae 

Acosta and Michele Hutchison. Rina is an Asian American writer and 
blogger living in The Netherlands with her Dutch husband and two young 

sons. Michele is an editor, translator and blogger from England. She, too, 
lives in The Netherlands with her Dutch husband and two children. Both of 

these writers know all about pressure and competition, having come from 
the San Francisco Bay area (with Tiger parenting and Berkeley along the 

way) and the cut-throat world of London publishing, respectively. Let’s 

find out why they’ve opted for the more relaxed Dutch lifestyle instead – 
and what practical wisdom we can learn from their experience and 

research.  
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