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Introduction


Clutter and Life in 21st-Century Britain


Our homes are sanctuaries, places to relax, socialise and bring up our families in, as well as, increasingly, places to work from. We live in a time when there is constant media emphasis on having a beautiful and stylish home. Yet many people feel their homes have been taken over by possessions. Life in Britain today has become busier and more stressful. As we endlessly buy and acquire more and more stuff, it is now commonplace to feel overwhelmed by clutter.


      It is a myth that being organised is a natural talent that you are born with. Decluttering and getting organised are skills you can learn. This book will give you both the emotional insights and the practical tools you need to achieve a clutter-free home. By letting go of clutter, you will regain pleasure in your home and the things you own. Crucially, you will attain a sense of being in control rather than controlled by your possessions.


 


SO WHAT IS CLUTTER?


Clutter is things you no longer use or love. It’s too much stuff and furniture for the space you live in. It’s disorganised things like unfiled paperwork. It’s broken electrical equipment. It’s clothes that are two sizes too big or make you feel frumpy. It’s junk in the loft. It’s books you’ll never read again. It’s useless things like old keys you keep just in case. It’s unwanted presents you feel too guilty to give away. It’s cards and photos that remind you of unhappy times in your life. It’s unfinished projects like the button you’ve been meaning to sew on for months or the mound of unsorted photos shoved into the bottom of your wardrobe.


      You know it is clutter because it irritates and upsets you. You find yourself avoiding areas of your home because you can’t face thinking about them. Clutter causes stagnation, so you feel as though you are standing still in your life. Your dreams of moving home or starting a new business are put on hold until you feel more on top of things.


      Living with clutter can cause enormous stress. People at the end of their tether fantasise about a natural disaster sweeping away all their possessions. No wonder they daydream about downshifting, living in a cabin in the woods and leaving all their stuff behind. They remember with nostalgia a time in their lives when they could pack all their possessions into the boot of the car.


WHAT EXACTLY IS DECLUTTERING?


Decluttering is a much more profound experience than just tidying up. It is making choices about what things we keep and what we let go of. In the world today there are many things we can’t control. But we can take charge of what we have in our homes.


      Decluttering is a kind of stock-taking. When you are cluttered you lose touch with what you actually own. The first step is to rediscover your possessions. As you streamline your things, you reconnect with what you have and where it is stored in your home. You let go of stuff that you no longer need, use or love. You keep the ‘edited highlights’ of your life, like your favourite photos, and let go of all the out-of-focus ones. Your reward is a home that feels fantastic, organised and relaxing.


MY DECLUTTERING JOURNEY


I am writing this book because I passionately believe that letting go of clutter is a life-changing experience. Radically decluttering my home was a turning point in my life and I’ve never looked back. In my 30s I was restless, feeling bogged down and looking for a new direction. When I looked around my home I felt oppressed, as though I was living in a museum of my past.


      Since my teens I had spent weekends rooting around jumble sales and second-hand shops in true magpie fashion. I loved kitsch and vintage finds. I collected snowstorms from around the globe and glitzy jewellery I picked up at Camden Market. My home was cluttered with numerous books, clothes I no longer wore, paintings I was sick of looking at and boxes of sentimental memorabilia.


      I woke up one morning when my husband was in America and suddenly I knew it was time to let go of all the stuff that was holding me back. I wanted to simplify my life and free up space for something different and new to happen. I barely slept for four days and nights as I sorted through everything that belonged to me. Even though I had never been a major hoarder it was amazing how much stuff I had accumulated over the years. With each trip to the charity shop it felt as though both physical and emotional space were opening up. I could even think and concentrate more clearly.


      Over time as I helped friends and family clear clutter from their homes, I realised I would love to work in this area professionally. In May 2002 I set up No More Clutter to help people declutter and organise their homes. My degree in psychology gives me insight into the reasons people hoard and the obstacles they need to overcome to create the clutter-free home they desire. My work background is organizing information projects for charities. So I enjoy setting up effective systems for anything from laundry to paperwork.


      Being a professional declutterer and organiser is still a rarity in the UK, although it is a well-established service in the USA. I find it incredibly rewarding to see an overwhelmed client who feels superglued to their possessions letting go and regaining control of their life and home.


      My first major decluttering blitz opened up a whole new chapter in my life. Running No More Clutter has given me many exciting new opportunities – writing for magazines, appearing on radio and TV, and meeting clients from many different walks of life.


      My philosophy is simple – I believe your home is a place to be enjoyed every day. Clinging on to endless stuff from your past or oversaving things for the future can stop you making the most of today. I don’t believe possessions should weigh us down and cause us misery. They are with us to be used and enjoyed and to enhance our lives.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book aims to take you from feeling overwhelmed and unsure about how to deal with your clutter to feeling motivated and confident that you can create a clutter-free home. It breaks down the four stages of clearing clutter into manageable steps. It’s up to you whether you read the book cover to cover before you start decluttering. If you are feeling inspired, why not try out the mini-challenges and tasks as you go through the book?


      The challenges of decluttering are illustrated throughout by using anecdotes from my clients and others who have shared their clutter stories with me. All the stories are true but personal details have been changed to protect confidentiality.


The four stages of clearing clutter


It is important to carry out the four stages in the following order. A common mistake is to start with stage three and rush out to buy storage boxes of all shapes and sizes. But it is only after you have decluttered that you know what you are keeping and what storage is required. Otherwise the storage solutions end up being part of the clutter!


Stage one: Decluttering


The social and psychological background




	The Introduction explores the social and cultural factors prevalent in Britain today which have led us to being a cluttered nation.


	Chapter One looks at the psychological factors that influence hoarding and how they are holding you back.





How to declutter




	Chapter Two looks at the essence of decluttering – the decision-making process.


	Chapter Three gives you a step-by-step procedure for organizing a decluttering session, looking at the best place to start and how long it will take.





Where to start




	Chapter Four takes you on a room-by-room tour of the home.


	Chapter Five looks at the toughest clutter challenges, like sorting out sentimental items.


	Chapter Six tackles people’s biggest hurdle – dealing with paper clutter.


	Chapter Seven explores specific life events that trigger decluttering such as moving home or going through a divorce.





Stage two: Getting the unwanted stuff out of your home


Chapter Eight looks at strategies for actually getting the stuff out of your home. Frank’s hall had been filled with black binliners for three years waiting for him to organise a car-boot sale. Despite his good intentions he had got stuck at this crucial stage. Whether you decide to sell or donate your unwanted stuff, you need to complete this process as quickly as possible.


Stage three: Storage solutions


My American clients bemoan the fact that British homes have inadequate closets and poorly designed storage. They are right in believing that good storage is an essential part of staying organised and uncluttered. You will need to find places for all the stuff you want to keep. The shops are full of attractive storage solutions, so enjoy yourself. Chapter Nine explores this in more detail.


Stage four: A lifetime of staying clutter-free


Clutter is always with us and needs ongoing management. Chapter Ten looks at new habits and routines you need to acquire to stay clutter-free. Putting them into action will ensure you win the battle against clutter in the long term.


      You’ll find a Further Information section at the back of the book, which contains addresses of suppliers of useful storage products like vacuum packs and contact details for organizations which can provide help and support.


TAKE THE CLUTTER QUIZ


Here’s a quick test to see how cluttered you are. Time how long it takes you to lay your hands on these five common household items  . . .


 




	your passport


	the spare front-door key


	your doctor’s phone number


	your last bank statement


	an envelope and stamp





 


Less than five minutes to find the lot? Fantastic, you’re pretty decluttered and efficiently organised. Ask yourself how stressful it felt. Do you think you could improve on your time? Decluttering experts vary on whether they think we should find things in 30 seconds or a minute.


      More than five minutes? Chances are you are already wasting time on a daily basis looking for things you’ve lost. Apply the tips in this book and try the test again in a few weeks – see how your time has improved.


HOW HAS YOUR HOME GOT SO CLUTTERED?


Clutter tends to build up slowly over a long period, until one day it reaches a point where you feel as though your life is descending into chaos. Suddenly everything is breaking down – the toaster has blown, the printer is jammed, you can’t find anything. Things are slipping out of control.


      Clutter may have invaded every corner of your home, crept behind your sofa, under your bed, and like a virus has spread and spread. Or there may just be one problem area such as your paperwork or your wardrobe. Some people have fastidiously well-organised record collections in alphabetical order yet their bedroom is a no-go area piled high with dirty laundry.


      You may look at friends and feel mystified and envious because they have an immaculate home, even with three young kids. Sometimes, though, all is not what it seems. I often go into homes that are obviously well cared for with little visible clutter. Then we start opening cupboards crammed to the hilt with junk and stuff. Lofts and garages are overflowing. Somewhere nearby there is a rented storage unit full of mystery items.


The Clutter Tour


On client visits my starting point is always the Clutter Tour. It shows on a room-by-room basis where the clutter is, how far-reaching it is, what is working well and what is causing frustration and irritation. The Clutter Tour gives me an overall picture of the home and what the client hopes to achieve.


      Your task now is to carry out your own Clutter Tour. At this stage you are simply trying to get an overview of the clutter situation in your home and to set goals before you start out on your decluttering journey. Later on, Chapter Four will give you a detailed room-by-room tour with ideas on how to assess each room and turnaround tips for creating clutter-free space.


      Arm yourself with a notebook and a camera and step outside your home. As you enter, are you uplifted, or do you feel your spirits sink? Is it easy to move around or is the floor piled high? Wander from room to room and make notes, take photos of any clutter hotspots or inspirational places where everything works. Really look at everything including the furniture and the pictures on your walls. Open drawers and look inside cupboards to complete your assessment of how clutter is affecting your home.


Review what you learnt from the Clutter Tour


Ask yourself: ‘If I had a magic decluttering wand, what would I like to achieve?’ Do you want a minimal look with clean lines, a country cottage feel or an opulent ambience with rich textiles? Practically, what would make your home life flow more smoothly? Do you want to open the kitchen cupboards without stuff falling out? Do you want to find storage for all your paperwork? Or do you want to claw back space for a loft extension for your growing family? Write down a list of all your decluttering goals.


Come up with a Decluttering Touchstone


To summarise the feeling I want to create in my home I would use the words space, minimal and light. What would your words be? Write them down in your notebook and refer to them often. Keep that vision and your goals in mind and it will guide you throughout the decluttering process.


Where has it all come from?


You may feel helpless faced with the daily onslaught of junk mail, newspapers and miscellaneous stuff that arrives in your home. But most of the things there have been brought in by you or someone you live with. Spend ten minutes going round a room and ask yourself how everything got there.


Stuff you have bought


What percentage of your recent purchases were planned and how many were impulse buys? You may have developed a siege mentality and got into the habit of overbuying food and household goods. You may be a comfort shopper and regularly buy yourself treats to compensate for having a stressful day. Or you may be addicted to the adrenaline buzz of shopping and be surrounded by new purchases, many still in their original wrappings.


      You may have a great eye for a bargain and regularly cruise charity shops, car-boot sales and jumble sales. You may find it impossible to resist three-for-two or buy-one-get-one half-price offers. You may be won over by advertising promises for the latest gadget and feel you have to buy it, even though you’ve already got a houseful. You may be an avid collector and every shelf and surface in your home is crammed full with your treasures.


Free stuff


You may never walk past a skip without rescuing something. Or you may go to conferences where you get free key-rings, pens and other stuff. Who in this world doesn’t love a freebie? My heart lifts when I see a free gift – especially bags given away with glossy women’s magazines. For me this goes back to childhood when free gifts with comics were a real highlight. I know it’s going to end up in the charity bag in a couple of days but the initial rush is still there.


 


Stuff you have been given


You may be a sentimental hoarder and keep all your birthday and Christmas cards. By the time you reach 40 you’ll have boxes and boxes. Probably many of them from people you can’t even remember. You may believe it is respectful to keep every gift you’re given – whether you like it or not.


Stuff that arrives through your letterbox daily


Paper flows in through the letterbox throughout the day. Most of it is complete junk. However, if it is not immediately binned or recycled, before you know it there’s a paper mountain of circulars, take-away menus, cards from cab firms and free newspapers.


Inherited things


You may have inherited possessions from loved ones which many years later are still packed away in their original cardboard boxes. The thought of sorting through them may be deeply upsetting so you keep putting it off. Chapter Five looks at the special challenge of inherited things and Chapter Seven has a section on coping with your loved one’s belongings following bereavement.


Stuff other people you live with have brought in


Living with others can cause conflict over who is making the home cluttered. How much of the stuff is your partner’s and how much is yours? People comment that kids today have too many things. But this is only a reflection of the sheer volume of possessions most adults have.


Stuff you are storing for another person


Are you providing temporary storage for a friend or family member? If so, have the agreed few weeks turned into months and even years?


Clutter and contemporary living


Now you have a clearer picture of how your home got cluttered, it is important to place this in a wider social context. Why are we facing an epidemic of cluttered homes in Britain today? There are many factors contributing to this phenomenon – let’s explore the most significant ones.


Frugality and affluence


Wartime beliefs are still prevalent in the British culture – be frugal, avoid waste and keep things that may come in useful. But overlayering this, we live in affluent, consumer-driven times where new products are constantly zooming on to the market. Both adults and kids are inundated with slick advertising. A mobile phone over a year old is considered a joke. One of the central reasons why British homes are cluttered is because we buy new yet hold on to the old. Your new flat-screen TV has pride of place in the living room yet you feel compelled to shove the old one into the spare room.


      Economist Andrew Oswald notes that Britain, like most industrialised nations, is approximately twice as rich as it was as recently as 1960 and almost three times richer than after the war. However, having a lot more material wealth only makes us marginally more happy. Psychologist Oliver James states that we are increasingly stressed ‘by wanting what we have not got . . . We obsessively and enviously compare our lot with that of others or against an impossible ideal and find it lacking. It leaves us feeling that there is never enough, depleted and unable to get our lives under control.’


      US writer and documentary maker John de Graaf calls this epidemic of overconsumption ‘Affluenza – the never-ending search for more’. Anyone with a cluttered home knows that too many things, rather than increasing your happiness, can actually make you feel overwhelmed and miserable.


Busy, stressful lives


Britain is known as the ‘long hours’ capital of Europe and a survey in 2001 found that more than a third of British employees felt overworked.


      A survey by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (October 2003) found that on average a woman’s working week is half a day longer than it was five years ago. At the same time 67 per cent of young women between the ages of 18 and 35 said they were unhappy at work. This rises to 83 per cent of 30–35-year-olds.


      This ‘cash-rich-time-poor’ culture has led to the rise in services such as lifestyle management companies. People no longer have the time to organise their own social or domestic lives. Shopping is a release from the stresses of the working day.


      There is no longer a strong connection between what we need and what we buy. It is easy to be seduced by clever marketing into buying excess and sometimes useless stuff. The phrase ‘Spend it like Beckham’ has entered the culture. A recent survey (November 2003) found that average consumer debt in Britain stands at over £6,800 per household, excluding mortgages, which is the highest in Europe. Not only are we buying things we don’t need, we are buying luxury goods and designer labels that we cannot afford.


      There is a strong correlation between shopping behaviour and clutter. For example, Britons are spending £12.8 billion a year on health and beauty products. Most of my clients have huge stockpiles of half-used and unopened cosmetic or grooming products and stashes of vitamin bottles.


      Maureen, with whom I worked recently, said she enjoys the attention from the beauty demonstrators and having the item wrapped in tissue paper and a pretty bag. Sometimes she pretends it’s a present so she can have the extra bliss of having it gift-wrapped. She says, ‘It’s like saying I deserve this, I work hard – so I need some luxury in my life. Although I feel guilty too, because I know I have loads of unopened products at home.’


THE FIVE KEY BENEFITS OF HAVING A CLUTTER-FREE HOME


Whatever your current lifestyle and circumstances, clearing the clutter from your home will help you cope with the stresses of daily life. Remember that everything you own demands something of you. It demands space in your home, it demands to be looked after – things need cleaning, insuring and maintaining. While you may think out of sight is out of mind, things you hold on to take up mental space. At some unconscious level you know all that junk behind the sofa is waiting to be dealt with.


You will gain a feeling of control and confidence


You will no longer feel as though your stuff owns you. You own it and choose what you keep in your home. Your confidence will increase as you succeed at tackling something you put off and found difficult in the past. Your home will feel cared for and easy to move around. We’re not talking about perfect housekeeping, just somewhere you enjoy living.


 


‘It helped me reclaim and begin to reshape my home after my divorce. I no longer needed to treat myself to new makeup and clothes to make myself feel better.’ Karen


You will save time


In your busy life, the last thing you want to do is waste time looking for lost stuff. It’s been estimated that the average person wastes 150 hours a year looking for lost papers. If everything is organised and in its place, you’ll find things effortlessly. The less stuff you have cluttering up the place, the easier it will be to keep it tidy and clean. Fewer knick-knacks mean less dusting!


 


‘Now I’ve sorted out my filing system and desk I no longer waste time looking for papers while I’ve got an important client on the phone.’ Nick


You’ll feel more relaxed and clear-headed


You will feel more relaxed after you organise your home. Clutter can be a block to moving on with your life. When you let go of unwanted stuff from your past it frees you emotionally to face the future with renewed energy. You’ll find as you create more space that you are able to think more clearly.


 


‘I feel like some huge block is out of the way and I can finally explore my plans to leave London.’ Lucy


You will save money


Knowing what you own and being able to find it quickly will stop you buying duplicates to replace things that are temporarily lost. I’ve known people buy blenders, cameras and multiple copies of a CD because they can’t lay their hand on the original. It will also help you to focus on buying what you need rather than impulse-buying.


 


‘I started to feel less guilty about being a supermum. I stopped compensating my kids with things because I work full-time.’ Jane


You will feel energised


Decluttering and creating order out of chaos is enormously liberating. I hear words like ‘lighter’, ‘euphoric’ or ‘a weight has lifted’ over and over again. Relish the space you have created as you enjoy living in the moment more. As you become less attached to material things, you will open yourself up to new experiences flowing through your life.


 


‘I feel like my home can breathe again. I’ve sent three carloads to charity and I’m not done yet.’ Mary










Chapter One


The Psychology of Hoarding


The Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of ‘to hoard’ is:


 


‘To collect and hide or store for preservation,


 


security or future use.’


 


 


 


In this chapter we are going to explore the psychological reasons for hoarding by looking at the following questions. Why do we become hoarders and why does hoarding become a problem? Are there different types of hoarder? What behaviours do hoarders exhibit that stand in the way of a clutter-free home? What triggers a hoarder to wake up one day, decide to buy this book and banish clutter from their home?


WHY DO WE HOARD?


I’m fascinated by hoarding. For some people belongings are a source of comfort and pleasure. For others they have become a cause of irritation and disorder.


      Daisy, a true hoarder, collects anything to do with the Christmas holidays. By September her spare room is crammed full of decorations, new rolls of wrapping paper and more Christmas cards than she will use in a lifetime. Despite this she goes on buying and stashing away more and more every year. Daisy is increasingly frustrated that Christmas clutter is taking over her home all year round. She does not understand why she is compelled to carry on collecting. Nor does she know how to stop.


      Knowing her history, I believe her hoarding represents her desire to re-create warm feelings of connection to family and friends to compensate for the austerity of Christmases past.


      Understanding what is behind your cluttering behaviour will give you insight into counterproductive beliefs that are standing in your way. This will speed up the process of changing and letting go.


Are hoarders made or born?


Randy Frost, Professor of Psychology at the University of Massachusetts, is an expert on hoarding behaviour. He has found that hoarding runs in families. To date, not enough research has been done to ascertain whether there is a genetic component or it is simply a learnt behaviour. Does your family hoard every last nail, button, piece of string, scrap of used wrapping paper and moth-eaten pair of trousers in case they might come in useful one day? If so, while you were growing up you will have learnt it is important to hold on to things.


      You will cling to objects that are useless, have had their day or no longer reflect your lifestyle. A common example is keeping pillows indefinitely. In the past feather pillows were high-value items that lasted a lifetime. Now we live in centrally heated homes our pillows are a veritable hotel for dust mites. It had never occurred to Dave to replace his grandmother’s yellowed and stained feather pillows. He was amazed to find that his asthma and skin rashes greatly improved when he bought new ones.


      We also soak up domestic rituals unquestioningly. This leads to problems when times and behaviours change. Lydia was getting in a terrible muddle with her laundry. The heart of the problem was that she did the washing once a week on a Monday just like her mother had always done. She’d never questioned this even though she only wore clothes and used towels once. Laundry for her mother’s generation in the era of twin tubs had been time-consuming and prohibited the use of clean towels daily.


      The result for Lydia was a spare room full of dirty clothes. Because her clutter was also leading to chronic disorganization, she could never find anything clean to wear. It seemed quicker and easier for her to buy some new underwear rather than deal with the overwhelming situation at home. When Lydia started to do her laundry three or four times a week her stress levels fell away.


How do our possessions acquire meaning?


All of us invest meaning in and attribute value to our things. Our identity is closely linked with our possessions. As Rachel said, ‘I can’t possibly let go of my books – they are the map of my life.’ Not only do we gain our sense of identity from what we own, other people also assess us by what we wear, how our home looks and what sort of coffee machine we use.


      So how does an inanimate object come to acquire so much emotional significance and meaning in your life? From the moment you select the DVD in the shop and hand over the money it belongs to you. It is yours. You have spent good money on this DVD, you have spent time buying it. It has become part of your life. It is for ever connected to this afternoon, this year, the place and the people you watched it with. The longer you keep it the stronger the tie will be – owning it will become part of your identity.


      The psychologist Donald Winnicot found that babies need a transitional object such as a teddy or a blanket to act as a comforter at bedtime. This object comes to represent the love and attachment provided by the parent, when they are absent from the baby’s room. No matter how tatty or dirty, only this particular object will provide comfort to the baby. This suggests that it is normal to become attached to and gain feelings of security from prized and loved possessions.


How can this attachment to objects get out of hand?


The groundbreaking psychologist Abraham Maslow argued that there is a hierarchy of needs all human beings have to achieve. First, we need to meet our basic needs for food, water and oxygen. After that we need to be safe and free from chaos and fear. Then there is the need for love and belonging. Finally, there is a need for self-esteem and self-actualization which is about following your bliss, doing what you love and living in the way that feels true to you.


      Problems start when people get stuck and try to meet higher-order needs for security, love and self-esteem through hoarding belongings rather than forming close relationships or following their dreams. After all, things cannot criticise you or reject you, and generally stay the same in this ever-changing world. Amassing objects can bestow on collectors the sense of worth that was missing from their early life. When things get out of hand the acquiring and maintaining of possessions use up all our energy. Our possessions rule our lives.
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