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Introduction


Since I wrote my book Understanding Hoarding in 2017, I have learned so much. I have learned that we can all be impacted by having too much stuff and living in congested homes, leaving many of us with a complete sense of overwhelm. It could be because we have difficulty letting go of items and of the associated memories, but it may also be that this has not been our priority given the other challenges we are faced with in navigating the demands of modern life.


The COVID-19 pandemic gave us all time to reflect about how our homes work for us, and for some it was the ideal opportunity to tackle those ‘I’ll do it when I have time’ jobs. Lockdown gave us the perfect opportunity to focus on issues that we would otherwise have put aside. However, for some of us, lockdown provided the opposite – a sense of inertia and a licence to ‘lapse’.


I have also come to realize that, in the dozens of homes I have worked in over the last ten years, there is a certain blindness to the mess within the physical environment that, in turn, is often a reflection of my clients’ emotional environment. For some clients it suddenly reaches a crisis point when they are unable to find their passport and consequently miss a holiday, or they miss a special dinner because they can’t find their car keys, or miss a concert because they have mislaid their tickets.


Sometimes we have to reach a crisis point many times over before we recognize that we need help and accept that asking for help is a sign of wisdom, not weakness.


I have also learned that the tides and landscape of our homes can often change and present differently depending on our mood, our energy and what is happening in our lives – whether it be biological, situational or the fact that a life event is increasing the sense of anxiety and stress that consumes us. This can result in our not being able to find things, put things away, pay bills on time, keep appointments, and so on. In turn, this leads to a cluttered, chaotic and confused environment.


There is a common belief that clutter is a manifestation of our mind, our mood and our motivation, but that it may also be associated with hoarding behaviours. We talk about needing to delve deeper, with curiosity, compassion and conversations to find the meaning in the mess. We are complicated human beings and our relationship with our environment and how we manage it is complex.


Throughout this book, clients’ names have been changed to protect their identity in the stories told.
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What is chronic disorganization?


You may wonder why we talk about ‘chronic disorganization’ rather than just ‘disorganization’. Chronic disorganization is disorganization that occurs over a number of years, may well show up in the teen years, and can significantly undermine one’s quality of life on a daily basis.


For the purposes of ease, chronic disorganization will be abbreviated and referred to as CD.




Did you know?


There is an Institute for Challenging Organization (ICD) based in the USA. The organization has very valuable resources. https://www.challengingdisorganization.org/





Author Judith Kolberg, who wrote Conquering Chronic Disorganization, first coined the phrase ‘chronic disorganization’ in 1992 and defined it as having three main features:




	the persistence of severe disorganization over a long period of time


	the daily undermining of one’s quality of life by disorganization


	a history of failed self-help attempts.





Some of its common manifestations include:




	cluttered living areas


	missing important documents


	habitual lateness due to misplaced items or distractions


	difficulty completing tasks such as laundry


	multiple projects begun but not finished


	poor sense of time


	difficulty making decisions


	missing deadlines


	inability to find things – gloves, earphones and phone chargers are common items


	forgetting to take and/or running out of medication


	running out of toilet rolls


	paying penalties for unpaid bills, late tax returns and speeding fines


	missing doctors/hospital/dental appointments.





For some, CD may well impact on their ability to hold down a job, complete a degree, maintain friendships and hold a family together, as well as leaving a dent in their self-esteem. Feelings of uselessness and a lack of self-worth can impact on wellbeing.


I hear so often, too, from clients who say they are functioning well in their work life but, when it comes to managing their homes, they just can’t do it. I work with many clients who have highly successful careers, but their homes are in chaos. Some can focus their energies only on one area of their lives – addressing the functioning of a home is not a priority.


Our emotional tank often needs refuelling to be able to address avoidance areas in our lives. There is the often heard phrase: ‘I’ve got nothing left in the tank.’ Often, we avoid tasks because they may feel mundane, tedious and challenging. We need to look at what avoidance is about, and also how best to use our energies.


Cluttered living areas


You may know someone who is affected by the following – or perhaps these things resonate for you?




	clothes not stored away


	piles of stuff in random places


	bags of shopping not put away


	unopened post in various places


	recycling overflowing


	floor space filled with a plethora of items


	items identified for charity still not at their destination


	items identified as rubbish still not in the bin


	bins overflowing


	luggage not unpacked following a trip away


	vouchers expiring


	cheques uncashed


	currency not exchanged


	washing up not completed and stacking up by the sink


	items that have been bought and found not suitable still waiting to be returned


	the buying of gifts and cards not appropriate to the occasion they are intended for – for example a birthday card bought for a christening.





There is often, too, an overspill of items into inappropriate rooms or places. One of my clients used her unused dishwasher to store her receipts. Another person I know uses her bedroom to store excess food tins that she bought during lockdown. Often, people’s cars, too, can become as cluttered, disordered and as messy as their homes.


No (or multiple) systems in use


I often see ineffectual attempts at organization which involve the acquisition of, for example, bulldog clips. I worked with one woman who needed to separate out like-for-like paperwork and, as we didn’t have any folders but I did have a clutch of bulldog clips, we used these to separate gas bills from credit card bills and so on. When I went back to see her a month later, she had bought more bulldog clips, but was not actually using them. (Some people might not use the bulldog clips until they have all different sizes, shapes and colours.)


Sometimes, the tops of piles become the system we use to be able to remember and action things, so we keep them in prominent places. If anyone comes into the house and starts to move items – perhaps because they’re worried that a pile of paperwork is about to take a tumble! – this can be hugely distressing and disorienting for someone who is chronically disorganized. Now they have to try to work out where items may have been relocated to – another source of stress. Such items can include:




	box files


	storage boxes/containers of various sizes


	diaries


	sticky notes


	calendars


	shoe storage systems


	various clocks and alarm systems


	gadgets that help you find keys


	numerous remote controls


	to-do notebooks


	magnetic to-do lists


	books on how to get organized!





Some people have no systems in place, and they might heavily rely on knowing exactly where they left it to be able to retrieve it. This, combined with other people moving things around, can be disastrous.


The intention to become organized is often there, but the implementation of a system is – or seems – beyond reach and is not maintained. Organizing is a process rather than an event, and for many the ongoing maintenance of being organized can be challenging. I like to compare this to the way in which some people try to lose weight: though they recognize that they need to keep up the hard work to carry on losing that weight, they find it difficult to keep to the diet plan and the weight creeps back on, in just the same way as clutter and disorganization can take hold again. Gardening makes another good comparison: If you don’t do regular maintenance, ivy has a way of creeping back and weeds will ruthlessly reappear.


Mislaid important documents


These include:




	passport


	birth certificate


	marriage certificate


	driving licence


	insurance documents


	council tax notification


	National Insurance (NI) number


	National Health Service (NHS) number


	children’s health records


	P60 and other employment-related documents


	vaccination documents


	degree certificate(s)


	examination certificate(s).







Did you know?


Replacement birth, death, marriage and civil partnership certificates can be ordered on line via the General Register Office in England. Title deeds to properties can also be ordered via the Land Registry.





Lateness due to misplaced items or distractions


Have you missed an appointment – perhaps an eye examination, a doctor’s appointment or a parent’s evening – because you cannot find your car keys? I for one remember my mum taking me back to boarding school on the wrong day. I was devastated. Or perhaps we become distracted because we are enjoying ourselves swimming in the sea and then completely forget we have an appointment with the asthma nurse. Lateness for me can seem as if the late person doesn’t care about you enough to turn up on time. Others intentionally turn up late because they are angry with someone – it can be passive aggressive – or because they feel self-entitled – they are just too important to turn up on time!


Time blindness and lateness and tactics to deal with them are covered later in this chapter. I think having awareness of your behaviours and the various causes behind them means that you can then work on them.


Difficulty completing daily tasks


Laundry is a lifetime activity, and it never ends. You may have a moment of sheer bliss at the thought of being on top of your laundry, with everything clean and ironed and neatly put away, but then you remember that, by the end of the day, you will have created more dirty laundry. The cycle of laundry is endless and for many it’s overwhelming.




Did you know?


The term ‘floordrobe’ is used to describe an untidy pile of clothes that have been left on the floor. Similarly, we might also have the ‘chairdrobe’ which acts as transit storage. The clothes are not yet dirty enough to put in the laundry basket, but not clean enough to put away. They also make an easy grab when you need something to put on quickly.







The laundry conundrum


Gail is 65 years old and an illustrator. She has hoarding tendencies, is chronically disorganized and has compulsive acquisition behaviours.


She suffers from depression, and her CD can lead to her being unable to work for months on end. Her husband thinks she has undiagnosed attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), but her lack of organization has meant that as yet she has been unable to fill in the details and forms for the diagnosis!


The main triggers for her hoarding behaviours were initially abandonment issues related to childhood and later empty nest syndrome when her grown-up children left home in their mid-twenties. Her compulsive acquisition kicks in when she has money, leading her to shop online and trawl through charity shops. In an attempt to defuse any criticism from her husband, she buys a lot of items for other people.


She is a non-finisher so when making breakfast she will leave the milk out on the side with the top off, along with the bread for making toast. The used teabag will be left on the kitchen counter, and the lid from the butter dish will be left open with a used knife lying across it.


One of her biggest challenges is laundry. She doesn’t have a laundry basket, so any dirty clothes are left on the kitchen floor in front of the washing machine. They can be there for days.


When they eventually make it into the washing machine, after the wash, three things may happen:


They are washed and hung up on the wooden rail above the sliding door into the garden. (She doesn’t have a tumble dryer.)


They are washed and left in the washing machine until they begin to smell and must be washed again.


They are pulled out of the washing machine and left on the floor until she remembers to hang them up to dry. Sometimes they need to be washed again as they have been left for too long.


The clothes are usually left to dry for days, well beyond the required drying time. From there, Gail eventually moves them to the lounge where they are placed on the back of a chair, waiting to be ironed. There they can stay for days and sometimes weeks. Finally when they do get ironed, they can stay in a pile on the stairs for a few days before being taken upstairs and put away. Sometimes Gail gets distracted and puts them on her bed. Occasionally, they stay on the bed overnight and get kicked off and must be folded or ironed again.


The laundry process is never done in a day. The average laundering time for an item of clothing is around one week but sometimes it may take over a month.


After discussion with me, the couple concluded that, as Gail’s husband is fairly organized and practical, he should take on the task of doing the laundry, using more laundry baskets to identify the dirty from the clean, and making sure that the clothes, once cleaned, dried and ironed, are put swiftly away.





I know for many it is simply easier to buy new clothes or clothes from charity shops than it is to tackle the laundry. I once jokingly told someone that having disposable clothes was a solution to their disorganization regarding the laundry.


It is also important to address the fact that, for some people, being clueless about how to use a washing machine is a real thing. There is a famous actor who once posted on Instagram asking where the washing powder was meant to be inserted. People can be bamboozled by what cycle to use, how to separate items into colours and whites, the symbols on the labels of clothing, or how many items can be considered a load or a half load. What constitutes a woollen wash, a quick wash, an eco-wash? What do you put in a gentle cycle wash? For someone who has not been shown all this, the washing machine can present a huge challenge.


A client who lived with his father for some of his childhood was often fed up with the fact that he hardly ever seemed to have a clean school uniform, or if it was clean, it had been forgotten about and not put in the dryer. His response to growing up in that environment is that, as soon as he identifies there’s sufficient dirty laundry to constitute a load, the load goes on. The first thing he did as part of independent living skills when he went to university was to have someone show him how to use the hall of residence washing machine and dryer.


Doing laundry can be grounding, but laundry is the real never-ending story.
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Multiple projects/tasks begun but not finished


Sometimes projects are not finished because interest dwindles, inspiration fails, or life becomes too busy. For some people a project may grow tedious, not provide stimulation, or prove too difficult. There can be a lack of focus or sometimes a paralysing tendency to hyperfocus or overfocus (see box). This is especially true for someone with ADHD who requires the right amount of dopamine for the brain to go into the right gear to carry on with the project to the end. Completing a project for someone with ADHD can feel like swimming against a strong current or wading through mud. I have read that incomplete projects are like abandoned ships – and, in many cases, there can be a whole fleet of ships!




Kinds of focus


Hyperfocus


If a project or task is really stimulating and appealing, we can lose complete track of time and space and be wholly absorbed in the project for hours, although to us it may seem like only a short time. Time whizzes past and nothing feels tedious or arduous. It is the complete opposite to swimming against the tide – the swim is self-propelling. This is called hyperfocus and can be a symptom of someone with ADHD, in whom it needs to be celebrated as a strength.


My friend Cherry has a diagnosis of ADHD. When Cherry and I, together with another friend, Heather, were planning on travelling to a conference on hoarding in San Francisco, we gave Cherry the task of researching the best hotel and flights – we knew that research is a real strength for Cherry. In fact, if there is any type of research needed, I ask Cherry. Her middle name is, we fondly say, ‘Research’.


Hyperfocus can be a challenge or a superpower regardless of whether you have ADHD or not or are neurotypical or neurodivergent. The need to recognize when hyperfocusing can lead to obsessive activity is something to be aware of. It is important to understand/identify when hyperfocusing on something has a positive outcome which can lead to a decision or action as opposed to hyperfocusing on something that leads to paralysis and therefore causing needs to not being met.


Overfocus


I find that this tends to occur as a trait in clients who may exhibit obsessive-compulsive behaviours and/or personalities. Overfocus can lead to a paralysis of inactivity as the need to have the project or task perfect can often be to the detriment of the task even before it has started (see the discussion on perfectionism in Chapter 2). A fear of danger, constant negative thoughts and high levels of anxiety are experienced. Repetitive thoughts sit alongside the overfocus, and with them come stubbornness and rigidity. In contrast to hyperfocus, overfocus tends to have more negative connotations and is more connected with obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) and obsessive compulsive personality disorder (OCPD) rather than ADHD. As with all behaviours and personality traits, it does not necessarily come with a label or diagnosis.


Hypofocus


This is the opposite of hyperfocus – hypo means ‘deficient’. Again, this is something I see in many clients in terms of the inability to concentrate, or only in a limited way, on completing a task or project.





Wine bottles, roll-on deodorants and wadges of wool


I have worked with two male clients who are both, incidentally, engineers and who both have, to me – as a neurotypical person – quite an exhausting, albeit methodical, way of recycling. My way of recycling a bottle of wine is to put the bottle in the glass recycling and the screw cap, if there’s not a cork, in the metal recycling. One of the men needed to extract the foil of the neck of the bottle and also steam the paper off. We had several conversations about how this could be done differently but he was rigid in his thinking and dubious as to what happened to the bottles once they reached the recycling unit.


Another man had the same thinking concerning roll-on deodorants. He felt the need to extract the rollerball – which is glass – from the deodorant stick before recycling. He probably had over fifty deodorant sticks ready to prepare for recycling, but the task had become so arduous that he never got round to it.


I worked with one woman (who has sadly subsequently died) whose mission was to achieve ‘a tidy death’. She had no family, and I was involved with sorting through her items. The items I removed filled a third of my garage: unfinished knitting projects – from baby cardigans, to shawls, blankets and hats. She would start a project but did not have the focus to finish it. My local knitting group took away the wool and the woollen projects and finished them off. They sent me photographs of the finished projects and they were donated to the Air Ambulance Service, a charity my client supported. We look at CD in end-of-life contexts more closely in Chapter 10.


Time blindness


This can also be described as a poor sense of time, which we will look at more closely in Chapter 4 along with tips for managing time better. Time blindness can imply that you overestimate or underestimate how long a task will take to complete, though typically my clients underestimate the size and scale of a task. It can also mean that many people overcommit on engagements, projects and meetings, with a propensity to try to jam so much in that they eventually become overloaded and burn out.


For many, too, time blindness can mean that they always try to cram in one last thing before they leave, with the result that they are always late for an appointment. If you are anxious, and renowned for always being late, it may result in you being super early instead. Factoring in distractions and predicting how long something will take is often challenging, and time may not be well planned out.


The implications of tardiness are huge, in terms of feeling that we cannot meet deadlines, miss appointments and are generally perceived as unreliable. This can often lead to our feeling frustrated and judged.


In his book Indistractable: How to Control Your Attention and Choose Your Life, Nir Eyal puts it neatly: ‘Time management is pain management.’1 For those who have a structure, routine and schedule to follow, time is that much easier to manage as they become accustomed to the rhythm and repetition of their daily lives. For others, time management can be a continual challenge, especially if they have early morning commitments.


We all have 24 hours in a day. James Wallman, author of Stuffocation and Time and How to Spend It, suggests that there are seven reasons why we feel time poor. These importantly include:




	We think busyness has status


	Instead of helping, multitasking creates ‘contaminated time’ – that is, scrolling through our phone while at the park with our children


	Smartphones and all our digital devices now eat up 60 per cent of our leisure time.





Difficulty making decisions


This can also link with making poor choices, and I have worked with many clients who really struggle with making decisions over what to eat for lunch, what clothes to wear, what car to buy as well as general prioritizing. So much of our decision making involves the unrelenting perfectionism that invariably leads to paralysis through fear of making the wrong decision (we will cover perfectionism in another chapter). Many clients berate themselves over poor choices or the fact that they are stuck in a decision-making limbo.


It is not surprising we have difficulty making decisions. Going to a supermarket to buy teabags, we are met with so much choice. Do we buy decaffeinated, fairtrade, organic, English tea, Darjeeling, a luxury brand, Christmas tea, herbal tea, tea to make us relax, to energize us …? Then we have a further decision to make – do I buy the supermarket’s own brand, or the household brand, the value or the expensive option? We may also wonder why one brand might be cheaper than the other, and whether buying the most expensive means the best.


I painted my spare bedroom white recently. I was sure what shade of white I wanted – I didn’t want anything too clinical or ‘cold’. I looked at a colour swatch and spent many hours researching which shade of white worked best given the position of the sun and the amount of light. South, west, east and north facing … I was faced with twelve different shades of white! After weeks of deliberation and consultation with friends I ended up with School House White. Now the bedroom actually does feel like a Victorian classroom and doesn’t even look white – more pale green! Ugh!


Interestingly, the supermarkets that are prospering nowadays are those that offer less choice, not more. I also think the same can be said of restaurants and their menus. I remember as a child being in Greece on holiday and poring through huge plastic folders with pictures of the various dishes on offer – steak and chips, fish and chips, moussaka and chips, lambchops and chips. I understand the menus were presented in this way for an international, non-Greek-speaking audience, but the time it took to decide, given the bewildering choice, was endless. Inevitably, I would choose the ‘special’. Now the restaurants that work best for me are those with short, carefully crafted menus, with just three or four choices per course.


Choice overload


A great deal is written about this and how we can become completely overwhelmed by the array of choices and decisions that we are presented with – from buying teabags to making key life changes. We can become paralysed by this. I know that when my father considered moving from the family home I grew up in, he found the decisions he had to make about the type of house he might want to live in, together with its location and cost, so onerous that he ended up not moving at all.


I know I have certain clothes that I wear for work, for training, for cleaning, for evenings out – this helps me make choices quickly and without too much fuss. Work uniforms are often popular with staff as it means that there are no decisions to be made. Monday–Sunday underwear is popular for the same reason. There are choices and decisions to make not just about what we eat, wear, what coffee to order, what moisturizer to buy, but also what doctor or dentist to visit, what dating website to subscribe to, what pronoun to use, what course to take, what channel to watch.


In his book The Paradox of Choice, Barry Schwartz writes about the explosion of choice in the contemporary Western world – and how it doesn’t necessarily give us freedom but anxiety, stress and depression. Instead of happiness, choice overload means we question our decisions before we make them, leading us to be critical of any poor decisions we eventually make. With that too comes ‘analysis paralysis’, which can lead to no decision being made at all – like my father not moving house. Schwartz explains how reducing our available choices can ease our stress and anxiety; he outlines some practical steps to show us how to cut them down to a more manageable number, helping us to prioritize those which matter most.


Decision fatigue, too, is very common as we become weary of the amount of choice offered because of modern technology and the pace of everyday life.




Did you know?


Decidophobia is the paralysing fear of making a wrong decision – any decision, whether it be everyday decisions or lifelong-impacting decisions.
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