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Introduction
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I got into the habit of saving stuff, because . . . well, because it was my stuff. As a kid, I never had much in the way of material possessions. So I treasured each new acquisition, whether it was something I bought or something that was given to me. And I saved everything.




Try as I might, I just couldn’t bring myself to throw away anything, especially something that was still perfectly good, like the beautiful white linen material I once bought to make a dress. I got as far as cutting out the pattern, but then set it aside for one reason or another. I had every intention of finishing that dress — someday. Ten years and three moves later, I finally threw out the whole thing. And you know what? It was a relief to be rid of it.




What I have discovered is that it takes a certain amount of courage to let go of the bits and pieces of our lives that we no longer need. But letting go can set you free in body, mind, and spirit.




Every time I looked at that unfinished dress, it was a reminder of one more thing I needed to do. Even after I put it away in a closet, the feeling of unfinished business would wash over me whenever I happened to catch a glimpse of that white linen fabric.




You might get that same feeling when you look at the piles of stuff on your dining-room table or the mounds of clothes in your bedroom or the helter-skelter state of your basement or garage.




Material possessions demand our attention. They need to be put away, cleaned, maintained, and repaired. And the more possessions we have, the more time we need to spend caring for them. The feeling that you need to do something with your possessions can really sap your energy, leaving you feeling physically tired and emotionally drained.




Life is so much simpler when you have only what you need. I’m not suggesting that you get rid of everything you own and take a vow of poverty. But if you can bring yourself to let go of the things you no longer love or use, you will gain more time and energy for living, loving, and celebrating life.




Imagine for a moment what it must be like to have no clutter in your home. Nothing to step over or push aside. No mess. No chaos. Just beautiful, peaceful, serene order all around you.




The difference between clutter and order, chaos and peace is quite simply a choice. A choice that only you can make.




A 19th-century philosopher by the name of Jeremy Bentham proposed that people make either/or decisions by weighing the pain against the pleasure. When you weigh the pain of letting go against the pleasure of living a simpler, more beautiful life, the choice becomes clear. All you need to do then is make a commitment and the rest will take care of itself.




Once your home is ordered, you will feel more satisfied with yourself and at peace with the world. You’ll have more time to nurture yourself and the people you share your life with. Time to relax. Time to express yourself through the arts or to pursue a lifelong dream.








Time is a very precious gift — so precious that it is only given to us moment by moment.




— Amelia Barr










Escape the Chaos




By following the seven simple steps outlined in this book, you can escape the chaos of your cluttered existence and perhaps even begin to accomplish more of what matters most to you.




Following is an overview of the seven steps to unclutter your home:




• Step 1: Assess your situation. It’s helpful to understand how and why clutter happens and to recognize how it’s affecting the quality of your life.




• Step 2: Plan for success. If you establish the proper attitude, motivation, and environment for changing old habits, you can create lasting change.




• Step 3: Lighten your load. Free up space and time by letting go of things you don’t love or need or use anymore.




• Step 4: Contain yourself. Find a place for everything so you can always put everything in its place.




• Step 5: Revamp clutter zones. Minimize clutter by organizing your home and possessions to fit your lifestyle.




• Step 6: Simplify with systems. Organize and simplify your life with systems for handling routine chores and tasks.




• Step 7: Ban clutter forever. Learn how to maintain your new, clutter-free lifestyle.




This book is full of simple, practical, proven tips for uncluttering your home. Some may be reminders of things you forgot; others may confirm that you’ve got the right idea. Even exceptionally organized people are sure to find a few gems, including ideas for high-tech uncluttering — ways you can use your computer to sell or barter unwanted items, find organizing services and products, minimize paper mess, and more.








If solid happiness we prize,
Within our breast this jewel lies
And they are fools who roam.
The world has nothing to bestow;
From our own selves our joys must flow,
And that dear hut, our home.




— Nathaniel Cotton









Clutter won’t disappear overnight, but you can start uncluttering now and see progress almost immediately. It may take a little time. After all, your house didn’t get cluttered overnight. Uncluttering for good is a lot like losing weight and keeping it off. You spent months and years putting on the pounds and you have to allow time to lose it. We all know that lose-weight-quick schemes are just a quick fix. What you need is a long-term solution. The same is true for getting rid of clutter.




Start today and keep at it. Be patient. Your reward will be well worth the wait.







Step 1




Assess Your Situation
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In this chapter . . .




• What’s Your Clutter Quotient?




• Why Clutter Happens




• The Cost of Clutter




• The Rewards of Uncluttering









What is clutter? How did I end up with so much of it? Is it really possible for me to eliminate clutter?




Clutter is anything for which you have no use or need — everything from outgrown clothes to expired coupons. It’s stuff you don’t want anymore — things you bought too soon or held on to for too long. Uncluttering is the act of restoring balance to your life by eliminating these unimportant things — and doing it will free up time, energy, and space for the things that really matter.




You can get rid of clutter. No matter how much stuff you own, or how small your home, or how little time you have to spare, you can transform chaos into order by following the seven simple steps outlined in this book.





What’s Your Clutter Quotient?




The first step is to assess your situation. Try this simple exercise. Walk out the front door, close it behind you, and turn around. (Come on, do it!)




Pretend you are a neighbor or friend who has never been to your house. Invite yourself in! Now, look around as if you are seeing your home for the first time. What’s your first impression? On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the most favorable impression, how would you rate your first impression of your home? How far off is your impression from the impression you would like to make?




In assessing your situation, it helps to think of your home as a reflection of yourself — your interests, beliefs, and passions. What does your home tell others about you? Where there’s clutter, there’s confusion — not just in your home, but in your life.




For some people, clutter is a temporary state. You let it build for one reason or another — lack of time, too many commitments — but at some point, you just look around and say, “Yuck!” and immediately start uncluttering.




For others, clutter has become a way of life. You look back and can’t remember a time when you weren’t buried under piles of papers and books, heaps of clothing, overflowing closets and drawers. Just looking at it all makes you feel frustrated, overwhelmed, tired.
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FINDING YOUR CLUTTER QUOTIENT




Choose a number (1–4) that best describes your response to each of the following statements.




1 = Never or almost never       3 = Usually




2 = Sometimes                         4 = All the time




___ When I have free time, I like to shop.




___ I keep bills, bank statements, and other mail in piles, until I have time to file.




___ I have more than 10 plastic shopping bags in my house.




___ I save magazines with interesting articles/recipes.




___ When I look around, I get tired just thinking about what it will take to unclutter my home.




___ I have two or more craft projects going at any one time.




___ My house may look messy to some people, but I know where to find everything.




___ If someone stops by unexpectedly, I try to avoid letting them in.




___ I leave things out so I know where they are or as a reminder to myself.




___ Time keeps me from getting or being organized.




___ When it comes to clutter, I think, “Why bother?” It will just get cluttered again.




___ I can’t bear to part with things and I consider myself a pack rat.




___ The stress level in our house is directly related to the clutter level.




___ TOTAL




Rating Your Answers




Add up your score. A score of 44–52 is indicative of a clutter problem that’s been building for some time. You are in need of some serious clutter-busting! If you scored 35–43, your clutter problem is likely growing worse with each passing year and will continue to do so unless you do something about it. If your score totaled 26–34, you have the potential to develop a clutter problem, but you also have the power to change a few old habits. If you scored 17–25, you may be temporarily disorganized. Following the seven simple steps outlined in this book, it won’t take long to get your home in order. If you scored less than 17, congratulations on controlling clutter, rather than letting it control you.









What’s your situation? Are you just temporarily disorganized or does clutter control your life?




Fortunately, even the most chronically disorganized people can change their behavior with the right motivation and a little self-discipline. It requires some effort, but it is simple once you learn to take control of clutter.





Why Clutter Happens




Like it or not, clutter happens. If you want to get rid of clutter, it helps to understand how and why clutter happens and, more importantly, why it happens to nice people like you.




The root of clutter can be traced to a number of sources. One reason we have so much of it is because our lives have become increasingly complex over the past 20 to 30 years.






Remember when Sunday used to be a day of rest? You spent the whole day at home with your family or you all hopped into the station wagon and headed off to visit Grandma and Grandpa.




Now we’re all rushing off in different directions every day of the week. We can’t keep up with each other, let alone the clutter. And when we stop, we’re too darn tired to deal with it.




Tomorrow, we say. Or the next day. Or someday, for sure.








You are either a part of the solution or a part of the problem.




— Eldridge Cleaver









Add to our lack of time the fact that we’ve acquired a hefty volume of possessions that has prompted us to move into a larger house. The size of the average American home has nearly doubled over the last 50 years and the amount of possessions in our homes has increased along with it.




Many of us go shopping with nothing particular in mind. But we always come home with something. The more we earn, the more we spend — and the more we own. We just keep bringing stuff into our already cluttered homes, and creating more stress by digging ourselves deeper in debt.




So now we’ve got all of this stuff, and some of it has been with us for so long we’ve become quite attached to it. Oh, once in a while we throw out something or give it away, but mostly we hold on to our stuff because we can’t bear to let it go — even things we may not need or use anymore.




Our emotional attachment to our stuff accounts for a great deal of clutter. How could you possibly part with the dress you were wearing when your husband proposed to you? Or your firstborn child’s kindergarten artwork? Or some other belonging that invokes happy memories of years past?




Other times you keep belongings because you think you might need them in the future. You might, for example, be in the habit of saving travel brochures and maps, magazines, shopping bags, rubber bands, or twist ties.




And sometimes you hang on to your stuff because of the past and the future. Women, in particular, tend to keep clothing that doesn’t fit anymore (past). If you give it away, it’s like throwing away your hope (future) that someday you’ll fit into it again!




In many cases, clutter develops from an instinct for self-preservation and feelings of insecurity. We surround ourselves with the familiarity of our stuff, blocking ourselves off from the people and possibilities that have the potential to create true happiness and security in our lives.




Another reason clutter collects is indecisiveness or deferred decision making. This is especially true of perfectionists. Think about it: If you’re a perfectionist, you want to do everything just right — or not at all. So if you haven’t got the time to organize your filing cabinet, you put it off and keep putting it off. Judith Kolberg, Director of the National Study Group on Chronic Disorganization, says, “Often, our best intentions are left in stacks.”




The main reason people can’t unclutter their homes is that they need help getting started. If that’s why you bought this book, good for you for recognizing that you might need a little help!
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TOP 10 REASONS WHY CLUTTER COLLECTS




1. You think you’ll need it someday.




2. It has sentimental value.




3. You’ve got a big house.




4. You’ve got a small house.




5. You are chronically disorganized.




6. You leave stuff out because you’re afraid you’ll never find it again.




7. You feel guilty about throwing away things.




8. You feel like you never have time to get organized.




9. You were brought up by pack rats.




10. You’re stuck on the “work, shop, spend” treadmill.










The Cost of Clutter




Clutter takes the joy out of living. It’s frustrating when you can’t find what you’re looking for and maddening when things get ruined because they weren’t properly stored. These negative feelings create negative energy in your home — and in your life. Change your surroundings and you can change your life, according to proponents of feng shui, the Taoist art and science of living in harmony with the environment.




Feng shui (pronounced fung shway) is based on the belief that your home is alive with energy. Through the doors and windows, it breathes in and out and its breath flows throughout the house, down the hallways and around every room. When its breath flows freely, you will enjoy sensations of ease and comfort. If clutter obstructs its flow, the elements in your body become unbalanced, and your health and affairs suffer.




At the very least, clutter wastes time that you can never get back. And disorganization can really take its toll on your life — physically, emotionally, socially, financially, and spiritually. Think about how it impacts you:




• The physical cost. How often are you late for an appointment or for work because you can’t find your keys or something you need to bring with you? Do you often misplace notes, bills, or important documents? Disorganization creates unnecessary stress, and too much stress over a prolonged period can lead to serious health problems. Just think of the energy you waste each day, searching for things. No wonder you always feel tired! Being surrounded by piles of magazines and newspapers and other clutter, not to mention wading through it, is fatiguing in itself. It’s also much more time-consuming to have to clean around clutter.
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