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Introduction










Dealing with clutter is my job. Helping people dig out from under the overwhelming mess that fills their homes is part of my daily routine. To the amazement of many, I love what I do. Hundreds and hundreds of families have had me into their homes to tackle clutter. Hundreds of thousands of others have seen me on TV and cleared their own spaces using the same techniques that have worked so well for me. But I have a little secret that I have waited a while to let you in on. Those massive piles of clutter are only the tip of the iceberg. While the clutter you see around you might seem bad, even overwhelming and paralyzing, the physical clutter that fills our homes is nothing compared to the invisible clutter that fills our heads.




Consider this: If you can lose your car keys in your own home, or if it takes you half an hour to find your checkbook, or if you have ever tripped and fallen over your own belongings, then imagine what the clutter in your head is doing to you. In theory, you can see the clutter that you have to climb over every day, but in reality you get so used to walking around it that you can forget it’s actually there. Somehow, it becomes invisible—at least to you. The clutter in your head is even more difficult to deal with because you truly can’t see it and neither can anyone else. Over time, you come to accept the way you are as the way you will be forever. I’m here to tell you that it doesn’t have to be so.




As the “organization guy” I have met and received e-mails from thousands—maybe tens of thousands—of people who are overwhelmed by clutter. Collectibles, furniture, paper, clothes, books, toys, and shoes fill up the spaces in their homes where they should be living their lives. Where does all this stuff come from? How is it that seemingly reasonable, honest, hard-working people—people who might be your friends, colleagues, relatives, or YOU—find themselves nearly buried alive? We buy so much stuff and we fill every corner of our homes with it. But it’s not only the stuff that’s the problem. Sure—we buy “the stuff,” but we also invest in what I call “the promise.” We buy exercise machines, but we are really investing in the promise of flat abs. We buy clothing, but we are really investing in the promise of being more attractive. We buy all that stuff from late-night infomercials, but we are really investing in the idea that somehow our lives will be better and our homes will be happier. It just doesn’t work like that. I know, because I have waded through homes choking with more stuff than you can imagine. Homes overwhelmed with stuff and lives littered with the empty promises that the stuff didn’t fulfill.




We buy all that stuff because we think it will make us happy. We think that if we collect all the right things—the right home, the right clothes, the right electronics, the right cars, the right appliances—we will eventually accumulate the life we imagine for ourselves. In buying what we want, we hope to acquire the life we desire. If the primary relationship in your life is with your stuff, what you’ll eventually find is that it’s not a give-and-take relationship. Stuff can be a real bitch! It’s very demanding. It fills space. It costs money. It doesn’t respond to your changing needs. It promises everything, delivers nothing, and eventually just stresses you out. Chasing the life you want by accumulating more stuff is a dead-end street.




People are always surprised when they realize that the real challenge in decluttering and getting organized has little to do—at least initially—with their stuff. The real challenge isn’t wading through their belongings, although this has to be done. The real challenge is the question that comes before we tackle anything in their home. The first, most challenging task that I give the people I work with is to speak about the vision they have for their lives. Without understanding what this vision looks like, none of the work that I (or you) do can be successful or sustained. Start with the stuff (as most people are inclined to do when they try to conquer their clutter) and you are pretty much guaranteed failure. Start with the vision you have for the life you want and you have taken the first real step to long-term and remarkable change.




The letters that appear throughout this book are a sampling of the many e-mails and notes that I receive every day. I’ve removed names and identifying details, but the sentiments are genuine and the people who have expressed them are real. In addition, the anecdotes in the book about other people are used to illustrate common problems I’ve encountered in my life and work, but they do not include real names or identifying details.










Dear Peter:




I’m stuck in a self-defeating rut. I know it. I’m even pretty sure I know why I can’t take the necessary action to get out of it—even by doing nothing, the rut keeps getting deeper. The reason I can’t motivate myself to lose weight, clean the house, or get involved in anything is always the same: FEAR. Fear of coming out of the safe hiding place I’ve created. As long as the house is a mess, I don’t have to worry about inviting anyone over; as long as I’m overweight, I don’t have to worry about attracting the opposite sex; as long as my financial life is a mess, I don’t have to plan for the future. I’m safe. Safe from anyone finding out that I’m just here taking up space. I’m a fraud—I have a good mask in place—strong, confident, charming. If everything I’m hiding behind goes away, what if there’s nothing left but ugliness?









As I have helped people work through the challenge of defining and then pursing the vision for the life they want, I have witnessed profound changes in the very fabric of their lives. Not only is the clutter banished and a less-stressed and richer life achieved, but there is also a ripple effect that I don’t think anyone foresees. Organizing and decluttering a home becomes the first step in a process that touches every aspect of the person’s life. Almost without exception, people reassess their relationships and remove the hurdles that have stunted their emotional lives. Some couples have realized that the life they are living together is more about fear than growth—and have gone their separate ways. Others have realized that major changes were needed if their relationship were to continue. People have lost weight, changed careers, reassessed the way they spent their time, altered the way they interact with their friends and family, and reorganized their priorities. Emotional, social, and spiritual lives have flourished. Removing the clutter from people’s lives is so much more than just clearing a desk of unwanted paperwork or getting all that junk out of the garage. Decluttering and organizing is a path to a quality of life that many only dimly glimpse.




The challenge




In this book I will take you far beyond the clutter in your home. Previously I’ve written extensively about the clutter in our homes and, more recently, about the clutter on our hips. In all my work, however, I see that our homes, our heads, our hearts, and our hips are intimately interconnected. Now we are going to tackle the clutter that fills your head and impedes so many areas of your life. We are going to deal with the underlying feelings that create the clutter that blocks the path to who we want to be—the best version of ourselves.




Now, how did we get from a cluttered closet to jobs, families, relationships, how we communicate, and our sense of well-being? It’s really not that much of a stretch. I’ve seen it again and again in my work. Just like your home, your head is filled with clutter that interferes with how you live your life. Things—physical and emotional—get in the way of finding clarity and achieving your goals. Grocery shopping gets in the way. Bill paying gets in the way. Anger, greed, envy, and a host of other emotions get in the way. All the unfulfilled promises that accompany “the stuff” and that clog the arteries of your home also clog the arteries of your mind and body. Clutter—whether it’s in your home or in your mind—causes you to lose motivation, focus, open space, clarity, a place where you can relax and be nurtured. These are the qualities that lead you to a happier, fuller life. When they’re lost, so is any chance of achieving what you want in life. Your head is a mess of unreal expectations that get in the way of living your life. The same way you need to actively carve out space in your home, you need to carve a path for yourself in life. You need to make your life happen. This book is a systematic plan for creating a vision of the life you want, identifying and clearing many of the obstacles that stand in your way, and making that vision a reality. You will come to understand more clearly how what you own, how you think, how you interact with others, what you value, and how you approach every aspect of your life can help or impede what should be your most important goal—living the one life you have to the fullest in a way that brings you deep joy and lasting pleasure.




Look to yourself first




Stop for a moment and ponder this: what is it that you want from your life? Are there things you want from your romantic relationships that you don’t get? What do you want from your work? Your family? Your finances? Your health? Your spiritual well-being? Are you satisfied in all these areas of your life? If not, what are you doing about it? Actions have consequences, and if you don’t act most likely nothing changes. If something is important to you, it should be a priority. So I ask you: What are your priorities? Are they scattered in the clutter of everyday life? Has your life lost its sense of purpose? Do you feel lost, stuck, and confused? If you don’t live by your priorities what’s important to you is lost and you can’t be happy. It’s that simple.




Again, think about this: Are you in your life? Does the clutter of your life keep you so preoccupied with people, events, failures, or achievements from the past that you are terrified that if you let go of it you will lose a part of yourself? Are you fearful of what tomorrow might bring and so hold on to things “just in case”? Does your stuff take precedence over your relationships, causing friction and arguments? Are you invested in living your most authentic life now or clinging to what you own for dear life?












Dear Peter:




The bottom line is I am living a double life. I am a successful educational consultant. People perceive me as a confident, competent, and intelligent woman. I do very well hiding the shame of my private life. Actually, I’m not doing as well as I used to. I can’t find anything when I need it. My credit is a mess. I’ve gained thirty pounds. I’m exhausted yet can’t sleep. I’m single because I can’t even think about dating until I get my life together. I think I’ve shut down. The wear and tear of living this double life is really starting to show. It interferes with my personal and professional life. I tried so many times to conquer my clutter that I no longer trust myself to give it a go. I used to be able to rally and pull it all together last minute for projects or events, but find I can’t do it so easily anymore.









I’ve helped people clear the clutter from the outer spaces—their homes, their rooms, their personal spaces. Now, I’m going to help you take this one step further: We’re going to tackle the inner spaces—your head, your emotions, your attitudes. Our task here is to clear the emotional stuff that clutters the six key areas of your life: relationships, work, family, finances, health, and spiritual well-being. If you know my work at all, you know that I don’t tolerate the physical clutter that stands between you and the best life you can be living and I won’t tolerate the mental clutter, either.




Your home is a reflection of your life. For this reason, I don’t believe you can make progress in any area of your life if your home is a mess. But I’ve written a whole other book about that, so instead of rehashing it here, let’s just say that before this book can help you, you must already have a (relatively) clutter-free and organized home. You have to start with a solid foundation, and if your home is not providing you a space of peace and calm, focus and motivation, then it’s tough to expect the same in other areas of your life—particularly your head space! First things first—start with your home and then we can move on from there.




What does it take to make changes in your life?




Clarity




Decluttering isn’t just simplifying your life. It’s having a vision, setting new priorities, and using those notions to get rid of obstacles. If you don’t have the life you want, it’s not going to fall into your lap. You have to start with the vision of the life you want. That’s what I’m going to ask you to do in every area of your life—to begin the process of achieving the life you want by articulating a clear, realistic vision of what that life is.




Self-awareness




I’m just here to give you a not-so-gentle push in the right direction; the only power that will get you there is you. The only path is the one you design. The only obstacles are the ones you buy, create, or imagine. Don’t cling to clutter in the form of anger and frustration instead of letting go and changing. All of us know what we should do to achieve our goals, but we often just don’t do what needs to be done. Instead, we sit around feeling entitled or overwhelmed, waiting for someone else to make the changes for us. Enough already! Once you have a clear vision for the life you want, you need to take responsibility for achieving that vision. Owning your life, your decisions, and your actions is the first step to initiating real change.






Commitment




Change takes time and is often difficult—it’s easier to stay with what we know than to embrace the new and unknown. In our world of instant gratification, we give up too easily, saying, “I tried that and it didn’t work.” Don’t be in a rush to fix every single element of your life in days or weeks. Instead, focus on being honest, fair, and responsible. Clear the clutter from your decision making. Making physical changes to the space where you live takes energy that you can see and quantify, but emotional changes are harder for everyone. However, organization is not something you do—it’s a place where you are and a commitment to living in a particular way. If you’re experiencing a nagging feeling of frustration or unease, then it’s time to clear the clutter and open your life to what is possible.










Dear Peter:




I have been working on decluttering my head for about nine months now. And really, it’s much the same as decluttering a room. First, you need to take everything out and sort…to see what to keep, what to throw out, and what needs to be given away. I do this mostly through journaling. I pretty much “vomit” (sorry for the term) onto the keyboard and type like crazy, not overthinking, just being totally honest about what’s going on in “here.” Then I sort.




I keep what it is that I find worthy of my time and effort, I give other people the things/problems that can really only be resolved by them and never really belonged to me in the first place, and the junk that I have held on to for years (okay, my lifetime), I am learning to get rid of.




This is all easier said than done, but so worth the effort. At first, it seemed overwhelming, but now I am embracing the process. The result: I am more content. I am more honest about my needs. My husband of almost twenty-five years says I am easier to live with. Oh, and I have lost seventy pounds.









So get out your metaphoric garbage bags. Let’s clear the path to better decision making, clearer thinking, and a fulfilling, happy life that’s as close to your ideal as humanly possible.




Choice and change




Change comes from the choices that you make. By embracing the challenge of decluttering your inner space, you will come to see your life in a new and unclouded way. You will be present, aware, and fully involved in the small and large decisions that will direct your life in new and exciting directions. This process will move you beyond thinking about what you think you might need for your home or your life to understanding what you want from your life to make it truly and uniquely yours.




If you are struggling with the life you have, if clutter and disorganization are any part of your life—either in your home or in your head or in your heart—then this is a great opportunity to use that experience as a stepping-stone to a richer, more exciting, and more fulfilling place.




Let’s get started!


























1




Relationships











You can’t make love in a pigsty




Amelia is an attractive, high-powered fashion executive who works long hours and comes home exhausted to her husband, Robert, and an adorable young son. They live in a large, beautiful house in the suburbs of New York City where Amelia loves to garden. To the outside eye, the family seems to have a perfect life, but for more than a year Amelia’s job has been a major source of stress. She’d been promised raises and promotions that never seemed to emerge, and Amelia’s frustration at work became the main topic of conversation at home. Then Amelia finally got her dream job—and that’s when the trouble really started. As soon as her job issues cleared up, Amelia realized she wasn’t happy in her marriage. After all those hours she’d spent working in the backyard, trying to make everything perfect, she realized it wasn’t. She told Robert he was suffocating her. She just needed space. He looked around their spacious house. It was clean and sparsely furnished. He looked at the clock. It was 9:00 p.m. and she’d just gotten home from work. He barely saw his wife. How could he be suffocating her?




I’ve had countless clients who walk into their cluttered homes and are overwhelmed by a feeling of suffocation. Physical clutter takes its toll on your psyche. Cleaning it up is no easy task, but at least you can see the problem in front of you. And even if you’ve gone blind to the clutter, the people around you who care about you can still see it. But what happens when the clutter is an invisible barrier that has grown between two people? Relationship clutter is abstract, and clutter that is hard to see is often hard to understand. You can’t put it in bags and drop it off at Goodwill—if only it were that easy! So let’s talk about what relationship clutter looks like: Does your relationship make you feel anxious instead of calm? Do you feel invaded and overwhelmed or lonely and hopeless? Are you trapped in daily routines that don’t work for either of you? Are you deeply unhappy with your partner? Do you have the same arguments without resolution? Have the small problems been left to grow and fester until they’ve become big problems? How do you find clarity? Are you forgiving or are you entrenched in the belief that your opinion is the better one? How do you set boundaries that work for you and your partner? How do you weather the hard times that inevitably come? And can you admit failure with or without blame and accusation? In this chapter, I’ll guide you through the most common forms of relationship clutter and how you can begin to purge them from your life.












Quiz:




Is Your Relationship Cluttered?








	When you and your partner have a disagreement:







	a. We fight it out until we understand each other.




	b. We wait until we cool down, then find a way to make the peace.




	c. We sweep it under the rug—it’s the same old argument, why bother?










	When you and your partner sit down to a private dinner:







	a. We’re happy to have the time together.




	b. It’s fine. But let’s be honest—most of the time we’re watching TV during dinner.




	c. It’s tense. We never know if we’ll end up fighting.










	When it comes to your sex life:







	a. We want and enjoy the same thing.




	b. We have different ideas of what and how often, but make compromises.




	c. What sex life?










	When you and your partner take a vacation:







	a. We always have a good time—we’re glad to have time off together.




	b. We have different ideas of how to relax, but we make it work.




	
c. We go our separate ways—there’s just no other option.













	When you feel hurt and vulnerable, your partner is:







	a. The person I turn to for support and unconditional love.




	b. A good listener, even if s/he doesn’t take my side.




	c. Most likely the reason I feel hurt and vulnerable in the first place.










	When you have a problem at your job, your partner:







	a. Listens to me with full and complete attention.




	b. Listens at the same time as s/he does something else.




	c. May pretend to listen, but doesn’t really care.










	The relationship you want now and in the future:







	a. Matches what my partner wants.




	b. Isn’t exactly what my partner wants, but we’re working on compromises.




	c. Probably isn’t possible with this person, but I can’t see a way out.










	You and your partner spend your leisure time:







	a. Together, enjoying the same activities.




	b. Sometimes together and sometimes apart, depending on the day.




	c. Apart—we have different interests.










	When it comes to spending money:







	a. We see eye-to-eye on what we want and what we can afford.




	b. Sometimes we have different priorities, but we know how to survive.




	
c. We disagree, or even hide expenditures from each other.













	Your partner’s life view is:







	a. Similar to mine.




	b. Different from mine, but we respect each other.




	c. Hard for me to understand.













Is your relationship cluttered?




If your answers are mostly As:




You and your partner not only communicate well, but you also have the good fortune to share similar interests. Make the most of your compatibility, but don’t hold yourselves rigidly to it. If you’re in a long-term relationship, your interests might change and diversify over the years. That’s okay—you can handle having separate friends and activities. Just make sure you continue to communicate.




If your answers are mostly Bs:




You are not alone. Most people have relationships like yours and there are bumps along the road. Sometimes you see them coming and sometimes you don’t. Regardless, you try to hold on tight and work to get past them. The key to seeing clearly is to let your priorities guide you. If the relationship is a priority, then winning each argument or having a perfect date every night you spend together becomes less important. Finding the best balance for the two of you comes first. Focus on that and you’ll find that your issues are minimized in importance without either one of you sacrificing your sense of self.






If your answers are mostly Cs:




This is a tough relationship for you. Whether it’s a new relationship where you haven’t learned to communicate, or a seasoned relationship where you’ve all but given up, now is the time to learn (or relearn) how to communicate. Look at the differences you have with your partner. How much conflict can you endure? What toll is it taking on you? Relationships take work, and yours needs it. Clear the clutter that’s tripping you up now, before it’s too late.









Imagine the relationship you want




Whether you are in a relationship already or looking to start one, the path to change always begins with a vision. Whenever I meet a new client, whether they are looking to clear the clutter, lose weight, or improve a relationship, I always have them answer the same question:




What is the life I want to live?




If you’ve heard me talk or read any of my books, you’ve undoubtedly heard me ask this question many times, and with good reason. I know no better way to launch the forces of change than to wrestle honestly with this question. We all have different internal notions of the life we wish were ours. But it takes work to stay focused on that life. I see clutter build up in homes slowly, over the years, until without realizing it the people who live there lose access to garages, whole closets, then entire rooms, and sometimes even sections of the house. Little by little, they lose their dream homes and, along with them, their dreams. The clutter has cut them off from what they really want from their lives.










Dear Peter:




After listening to your audio book Does This Clutter Make My Butt Look Fat?, I realized that most of my depression and my very many separations were due to clutter. My husband is a pack rat. In the times we separated, my home with three kids was clean and very peaceful. When we would get back together the chaos and mess would begin again, then would come the depression, poor eating, and once again another separation. He began dealing with his clutter on the last separation (number seven). He moved back and so did the major clutter. He has been listening to your book this time, and we have removed eight large garbage bags of clutter. It has brought hope back into our relationship, and we are doing things as a family. We are daily working at least one hour a day at removing the clutter.




I believe that the clutter in his life has held him back from working, has greatly affected his health, dreams, and hopes. As the clutter is removed, he has stopped sleeping as much. Thank you for taking the time to write. It has truly been life changing.




So clutter can and will destroy lives. If I ever remarry or when my kids do, I will have them look at the place their potential spouse lives in. It is at the top of the list now.









In this same way, the clutter of every day can build up around your vision of the ideal relationship until you have trouble seeing it. Think about how your relationships figure into the question of what you want from your life. (In this chapter I talk primarily about love relationships, but the process here can be applied to any important relationships in your life.) In your ideal relationship, how do you and your partner spend time? How do you feel when you’re together? What are your mornings like? How do you divide up responsibilities? How involved are you in each other’s work and social lives? Do you share friends and interests? Do you have or will you build a family together? How deep and long-term is your commitment or would you like it to be? What qualities and range of emotion do you expect from your relationship? Do you like each other? Are you a silly and outgoing couple or a serious, hard-working couple?




Finding a vision for a relationship is different from finding a vision for your home, or your work, or your body because there is one other person involved, and that person is a unique individual, with a complex set of emotions, habits, and desires that match up to your ideal in imperfect, inconsistent, and unpredictable ways. At the core of a successful relationship is a shared vision. But unless you’re incredibly lucky, that vision doesn’t emerge fully formed the day you meet your partner. No, relationships are about growth and change, compromise, consideration, and balance.




Think about that. A shared vision. Shared goals. Compromise, consideration, and balance. These qualities aren’t anywhere on paper, much less written on your sleeve when you see a stranger across a crowded room. Even if you hired an old-fashioned match-maker, it would be impossible to identify and match the infinite ingredients that add up to compatibility. You need to work, explore, and experiment with each other.




Even after you’ve found happiness together, it doesn’t come with a lifetime guarantee. Over time, the clutter of every day can obscure your priorities and cloud your vision.






Before you clear the clutter of your relationship, let’s define your vision.




What do you want from your relationship?




A million ideas and images may flow into your head, but let me help you get started.




• Companionship




What sort of company do you expect from your mate? Does he offer you support or comfort in your time of need? Is she your best friend? Does he help you make decisions? Is she the person with whom you take pleasure in your successes?




• Life partner/family




How long have you been together? How long do you think you’ll be together? Do you see the two of you getting old together and, if so, how will your life change as you age?




Do you want to have a family together? Do you share the same views of what that family life is like? What role does each of you play? What hopes do you have for your family?




Are you happy? What would you change about this relationship if you could (in yourself and your behavior as well as your partner and his or hers)? What sacrifices will you have to make or are you willing to make to create this life together? Is this what you thought your life would be like with this partner when you got married? If you were totally honest with yourself—would you stay?




• Fun




Do you and your partner have the same definition of fun? Do you have shared interests and friends or do you lead separate lives? When it comes to free time, does one of you like to stay out late and the other prefer quiet time at home? What counts for fun in your daily lives together? Can you have a good time together doing everyday activities like grocery shopping or cooking dinner, or do you need to set aside special time to create relaxed or romantic moments when you can really unwind? Does one partner shoulder more of the responsibility for the upkeep in the relationship: kids, bills, household chores, remembering and making outside commitments?




• Love and be loved




Is your relationship grounded by a constant, reliable love? Do you feel confident that when you meet up with your partner at the end of a hard day, you’ll find a warm, comforting reception? Does the very existence of your partner give you a sense of security, purpose, and well-being?




• Sexual fulfillment




How important is sex in your relationship? Do you and your partner view the importance of sex in your relationship in the same way? Does one of you want more or less? Have your sexual needs changed over time? Are they still in sync with your partner’s? Can you speak openly about your desires, fantasies, or complaints?




Clear the clutter of unreal expectations




The relationship scale is a conversation starting point. I want you and your partner to take the time to really discuss your answers and share your vision with each other for your ideal relationship. Sometimes the longer you are with a person, the more you take them for granted. Often you come to expect your partner to know what you want without ever explaining it. We assume—not necessarily in a bad way—that our partners are in sync with our own thoughts. But remember—no one is a mind reader! Admit it, sometimes you don’t even know what your own true expectations might be, so how can you expect your partner to know for you? If you do expect a mind reader, no wonder your partner keeps failing you. Remember that along with expectations come responsibilities. You can’t ask your partner for clarity and support without being willing to give clarity and support in return. Nonetheless, relationships aren’t an eye-for-an-eye exchange. Everyone has unique and important needs. You must be willing to address your partner’s needs—even when they’re different from yours—to make this process work. Both of you should let go of unrealistic expectations and work together to define a practical vision for your relationship.










Activity




What’s Important in a Relationship?




Examine the starter list of relationship traits below. Together with your partner, brainstorm others that are important to you both and add them to the list. Then, separately, you and your partner rate the relationship traits on a scale of one (most important) to five (least important). Then share your results. Examine those traits where your scores were significantly different—are you surprised? Even if the answers don’t surprise you, they will definitely get you talking.
















	

THE RELATIONSHIP SCALE



	

	







	

Trait

 

	

Me

 

	

My Partner









	

Honesty



	

 



	

 









	

Sexual attraction/fulfillment



	

 



	

 









	

Fidelity



	

 



	

 









	

Humor



	

 



	

 









	

Emotional support



	

 



	

 









	

Common interests



	

 



	

 


























Activity




Define Your Vision for Your Relationship




As a way of clarifying your thoughts, complete the following table. If you’re in a relationship, ask your partner to do the same and compare your responses. If you’re single, use this activity to think through your expectations for what you want in a relationship.




 




Words that describe the relationship you currently have:








	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________







Words that describe the relationship you want to have:








	___________________________________________




	
___________________________________________






	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________




	___________________________________________







Describe what your ideal relationship would be like:




 




What do you have to change to allow that ideal relationship to emerge?




 











Watch out for obstacles




Even if you’re not having big problems in your relationship, over time the same bad habits tend to accumulate and stick around—just like the paperwork in your home office or the extra clothes in your closet—causing trouble between even the best-matched couples. Before you begin to clean up your relationship, let’s identify some obstacles to avoid as you clear the path to a clutter-free relationship.




Cluttered priorities




Life is busy. You’re juggling work, family, relationships—all the major life categories that this book deals with. It’s easy to forget what’s most important when you’re focused on just getting through another day with no major disasters. When you lose track of priorities, all sorts of problems crop up.






Lost boundaries




When your priorities are cluttered, you lose track of your own needs. Taking care of yourself means establishing boundaries—especially boundaries that define how much of yourself you devote to others. If you’re stuck in a pattern of overhandling someone else’s life or handing over your life to someone else—hanging out with his friends, doing her laundry, supporting his interests—your resentment will build over time. And what is that resentment? New clutter on top of existing clutter.




Selfishness




The flip side of not setting appropriate personal boundaries is selfishness. Your wife plans a Saturday tennis match without consulting you, so you’re stuck home all afternoon, waiting for the plumber. Or you give your best friend, who rubs your husband the wrong way, keys to the house. When you lose track of how much you value your relationship, you put a higher priority on your own needs and interests. Most relationships have trouble weathering this imbalance. No matter how busy you are and how hard it is to find a balance, you have to always remember to value your partner’s needs as much as you do your own.




Withdrawal




We withdraw from problems when overcoming them seems like too much work, or is too scary, or requires admitting truths we don’t want to face. Instead of working on what you have, it can seem easier to switch to autopilot and coast through the relationship. Most of us can go through the motions of being a girlfriend/boyfriend/wife/husband in our sleep. All it takes is showing up at dinner, talking about your day, crawling into bed, and throwing a token arm around your partner. Running on autopilot means you don’t really listen to your partner, or don’t really care. Autopilot means that you settle for less than you can be and live your relationship by habit.




Autopilot never delivers the easy cruise it promises. The straight path of love and understanding falters when it is left unattended. As soon as you hit unexpected turbulence, autopilot goes haywire. If you don’t face your problems head-on, you’re not living in the present. You either cling to the past, when things were rosier, or you look to the future and change partners instead of working on a relationship. I’ve seen people fill up their basements with clutter and then rent storage spaces because they “have no room.” They have plenty of room, they’re just unwilling to do the work to make it useable. The same is true for people who look for happiness outside a committed relationship before working to fix what they already have.




Many people find that as the newness of a relationship wears off, the same unresolved problems come along to clutter it up, and rather than deal with those issues they choose to leave the relationship. But the next great thing is rarely the answer. If you don’t deal with the issues, you carry them from relationship to relationship and there they sit between you and your partner: a big bag of unexamined clutter.




You may believe there’s one perfect person out there for you and that if you can just find him everything will be perfect, but I can tell you that even the most compatible couple has to work hard to sustain a long-term relationship and to create those perfect moments that add up to a happy partnership.




Cluttered emotions




When love is at stake, multiple emotions come into play. All the baggage you like to blame on your parents gets piled up alongside all the baggage your partner throws on the pile. Cluttered emotions prevent you from acting on your true feelings. The words you choose, the small everyday interactions that should be pleasant and aren’t, the fights you get into, none of these is governed by the love you feel for your partner and the hopes and dreams you have for the relationship. Instead, you are subjecting your partner to the emotional clutter that came with you into the relationship and needs to be cleared out.




Anger




I’m no physicist, but I can tell you that anger, like clutter that fills a space, is conserved. The clutter didn’t appear overnight and it won’t disappear overnight. You have to get rid of it box by box, garbage bag by garbage bag, issue by issue. Similarly, anger doesn’t appear out of nowhere and it doesn’t disappear into thin air. All that energy has to go someplace. This is why old anger can come back to haunt you or your partner. And this is why if you never deal with the anger that you brought to the relationship, or the anger that grows out of unresolved issues, it will rear its ugly head over and over again in unexpected ways that you can’t imagine. How can you get rid of anger that’s been around so long it seems like either an impossible habit to break or an irreversible part of you or your partner’s personality? Well, that anger is clutter, and you need to face it, deal with it, dismantle it, and throw it away, piece by piece.




Passive-aggressive behavior




Passive-aggressive behavior is a form of anger, but it’s anger in disguise. Some of us get very good at hiding our anger, but, as I said, that doesn’t make the anger disappear. Instead, it can take the form of being passive-aggressive. The wife who keeps “forgetting” to hang up her towel. The boyfriend who “teases” you about your outfit in front of your colleagues. A person clever enough to use passive aggression will most likely, when accused of using it, deny, deny, deny. We are complex beings, but I’m going to help you make every effort to identify and get rid of the passive aggression that stands in the way of a healthy, happy relationship.




Fear




Fear is a sneaky emotion. You don’t have to be quaking in your shoes, breaking a sweat, heart pounding, to be living in fear. Fear comes to play in relationships in two forms: fear of moving forward and fear of getting out. Think about moving forward. There’s a whole lot to be afraid of. Is this the right person? How can you know? What if you change your mind? What if s/he does? How do you know you can love one person for the rest of your life—you’ve never done that before, and if you don’t get it right the first time, you’ll be a failure. On the other hand, even if your relationship is no good, it can be very hard to leave. Loneliness looms. It can seem better to be unsatisfied in a relationship than to be miserable and alone. Fear is why we hold on to objects that we don’t use. What you know—be it your flawed relationship or the false comfort of unused possessions—is easier and more comfortable than what you don’t know. So when you’re caught in this kind of situation, you tend to go with the easy rather than with the good. But is that your goal? To stay in an unsatisfying relationship for fear of being alone? The answer is in your heart, and you’re going to find it.




Low self-esteem




Fear and low self-esteem are cousins. Both paralyze you because you expect change to worsen your circumstances instead of bettering them. And your circumstances are probably not that great to begin with. If you don’t honor, respect, and love yourself, then why should someone else? If you don’t value yourself, you are all the more likely to stay with someone who doesn’t value you. Low self-esteem means bad choices. You choose bad mates. You stay with them even when they treat you badly. You don’t stand up for yourself. Your expectations for yourself are low and your choices reflect that.




Cluttered communication




When does a disagreement turn into a fight? Is it when your voices get loud? Is it when the disagreement escalates, so instead of figuring out who is responsible for doing last night’s dishes you’re now arguing about the tone of voice someone used? Or is it when the disagreement changes paths entirely? The issue of the dishes explodes and now everything is fair game—from forgetting birthdays to spending too much money to who is putting more energy into the relationship. Disagreements are inevitable in any relationship. The challenge is to disagree productively, so that you stay on the subject, don’t escalate, and come to a resolution.




The key to productive disagreements is clearing the clutter from your communication—and not just when you’re fighting.




Grievances




When you’re trying to clean out your basement, you can’t just buy storage bins and move everything around. Relocating stuff doesn’t clear the clutter—you have to get rid of it. The same principle is true for communication. Without good communication, grievances are never completely laid to rest. Instead, they accumulate over time. Then every time you fight you end up dragging up stuff from the past. The same issues come back again and again, compounded by how they were dealt with (or not) in the last fight. It’s a downhill spiral from there. Communication is the key to ending grievances once and for all.






Win/lose arguments




Some of us just don’t like to lose. Losing an argument means more than admitting that you were wrong. It means losing power and losing control. How can you change your goal from winning the argument to ending the argument? If it’s hard for you to let go of an argument, you need to train yourself to step back and look at the situation in front of you. How much do you care about what you’re fighting for? Apologizing and admitting defeat may seem hard, but what’s even more strenuous is continuing to argue. Is the goal to be right? Is the goal to get your way? Or is the goal to find a peaceful, reasonable resolution and move on with your day? As we proceed, you’re going to work on keeping your goals in mind even in the heat of the moment.




Overtalking




This seems like a no-brainer. If you talk over someone, you effectively cut them off and can’t hear what they’re saying, thereby turning a conversation into a monologue. Now, I want you to think about this behavior because we all do it sometimes. You know when your partner is talking and you’ve already figured out what you’re going to say next? Even though it’s in your head, that’s overtalking, too. Your mind is not focused on what your partner is trying to communicate. Instead, you’re focused on making your point. You’re not really “in” the discussion. That may work on high school debate teams, but it’s no way to foster true understanding or healthy communication.




Cluttered priorities. Cluttered emotions. Cluttered communication. These are the obstacles that interfere with your vision of the ideal relationship.












Activity




What’s Getting in the Way of My Ideal Relationship?




Reviewing the sections above, write down the obstacles that stand in the way of the relationship you want.








	_____________________________________




	_____________________________________




	_____________________________________












Declutter your relationship




Unfortunately, it’s not as easy as putting the messy parts of your relationship in garbage bags and carting them away. Just as with physical clutter, decluttering the obstacles to a healthy relationship is a process that first requires changing the way you think. That change starts with the clear vision that you and your partner develop together. Change will come day by day, in every decision you make. Here’s how to work on achieving that vision.




Commit time




I’m not asking you to sign up for a weekend workshop or to commit to couples’ therapy once a week until the end of time (although that can be very helpful). But I need you to acknowledge that changes take time. If what you want is a long-term relationship, then you need to commit to long-term work, not because you have to but because you want to. You’ll always be working on your relationship to some extent—and that’s a great thing. You may have periods of slacking off, or overwhelming times when your partner has to cover for you, but the point is that you need to commit for the long haul. You need to be firmly “in” the relationship—heart, soul, mind, and body. All of you! Commit, and commit together. This is not “his issue” or “her problem.” Don’t put it all on the other person. Your relationship has settled where it is for a reason. You’re both responsible and until you get to “our answer,” there can be no resolution.




Time to connect




Common ground. Just as clutter accumulates over time, age shows in a relationship. You may have met your husband parasailing on a tropical island, but ten years and three kids later parasailing seems irresponsible and that tropical island is a ten-hour plane ride out of reach. When I work with people to declutter their homes, we spend time with each object, facing the truth of whether it really belongs in their home and in their lives. What’s with the dusty skates? Did they once love to ice-skate? Will they ever again? Are they holding on to high school football mementos because they represent an unfulfilled dream? I want you to contemplate the interests and activities that attracted you to each other and how they have changed. Do you still have those interests? Do you still participate in those activities? Do you want to or have you developed other interests that you’d like to share with your partner?




Try to spend time together in the places and ways that you both enjoy. This doesn’t mean you should pull out your miniskirt and dancing shoes and pull an all-nighter at the local hot spot. But would it kill you to make out in your car? You may not have time for the romantic dates that filled your courting days, but look for ways to recapture that feeling. If you can’t go out to dinner and a movie every week, commit to doing it once a month. If you’re too old for dance clubs, sign up for a salsa class. Lazing in front of the TV may be relaxing, but you can laze in front of the TV with your mother. It doesn’t make for a very sexy relationship. Every fire needs a little fuel—what’s yours?




Date night. Corny? Maybe. But if you have to schedule time to make it happen, then you need to schedule time to make it happen! Even if you don’t have kids you should still schedule a date night. What’s most critical about planning a date night is the time you’re committing to your relationship. Date night is more than making a commitment to spending time together. It’s you and your partner both declaring that you’re willing to invest in the relationship. Trust me, it’s worth the effort.




Time to grow




Everybody changes over time, so every relationship has to make room for change. Some changes are exciting (your partner finally joins a gym and develops the body you’ve both always wanted him to have) and some are tough to weather (your partner loses her job and with it her sense of purpose). It’s easy for me to tell you that you need to be supportive and open to change. But I don’t think there’s anyone for whom it comes naturally to say, “You’ve been wearing the same loafers for twenty years and now you want lime green cowboy boots? Fabulous!” Change is scary, even threatening. Because if your partner changes his taste in cowboy boots today, he might change his taste in lovers tomorrow. But resisting change will only create distance in a relationship. You don’t have to be onboard and gung ho with every new development, but remember to respect your partner’s evolving thoughts, dreams, tastes, and opinions. Even the most understanding among us has to take a deep breath and remember what’s important before saying, “It’s okay that you lost your job.” Or, “I’ll talk about moving across the country if that’s what you want.” Or “Great boots!” That’s what I want you to work on—keeping that relationship vision in your mind so that you slow down enough to respond to your partner not as an extension of you, but as a separate, interesting, worthwhile person.




The same thing goes when it comes to your own desires. I want you to allow yourself change. If those boots are attractive to you, try them on! If you never liked cooking, say so! I’m not saying it’s okay to be selfish—you’re still in a partnership—but look for ways to experiment with your ideas and desires without stirring up conflict. Try exploring the excitement of change or the new together—you might be surprised. Finding that balance should be part of the fabric of your relationship.




Communicate




In every relationship there are disagreements. Some disagreements end relationships. If you’re in a long-term relationship, you’ve figured out a way to survive your disagreements. That’s why you’re still together. You’ve come up with ways to forge a peace. Maybe you say, “I’m sorry” and expect that to be the end. Maybe you give in. Maybe you don’t speak for hours, even days, then forgive each other without further discussion. But just because the argument is over doesn’t mean all is well. If you don’t work through your differences, they accumulate. That’s right: Your grievances accumulate like unpaid bills or those long-unopened boxes in the garage, haunting your household, cluttering your home, and serving as a constant reminder that you aren’t living the life you wish you had.






Learn to listen




This may sound ridiculously basic, but the first step toward averting and recovering from arguments is to listen well at all times, and I want you to start practicing now. Most of us are simply not good listeners—we have so much invested in what we have to say that we miss much of what the other person is saying or we are preoccupied and only give half our attention to the conversation. Good listening can’t happen if you are watching TV, checking e-mail on your cellphone, playing a video game, leafing through a magazine, or doing any of the other ten thousand distracting things there are in the world. We can all stand to improve our listening, but if you included laziness, selfishness, or overtalking on your list of the obstacles that stand in the way of your ideal relationship, you need to pay particular attention now.










Listening well means:




Eye contact. Be the good student you never were. Look directly at your partner the way a teacher would want a child to pay attention in class. If you try this a couple of times, you will realize that going through the motions of paying attention forces you to actually do it.




Hands-free. This means absolutely no cellphone in hand while you’re talking to your partner. If you’re sitting at a computer, put your hands in your lap and turn to face your partner. Put down the newspaper. Turn the TV off. No multitasking!




One-sided discussions. Give your partner space. Every other time he or she makes a complaint or brings up an issue, instead of countering with your side of the story or your own issue, try focusing exclusively on your partner. This is not a business negotiation. Address her issue without bartering with your own needs.









Beginning, middle, and end




No matter how well you listen, fights are bound to happen. Every disagreement should have a beginning, a middle, and an end. This is the route to diffusing long-term grievances. One of my clients, Elizabeth, describes a small fight she had with her husband, Charlie. It was a fall day and they were setting out on a walk with their two young children. Seeing the Sunday newspaper on the lawn reminded Elizabeth that they had to stop delivery for their upcoming vacation. When she mentioned this to Charlie, he said, “Oh, we’ve got plenty of time.” She responded, “No, we don’t. You have to tell them pretty far in advance, which you would know if you’d ever been the one to stop the paper.” Ouch. Charlie wasn’t going to take that kind of abuse. “Sorry I’m such a disappointment to you,” he said in a voice dripping with sarcasm. She apologized, but the damage was done. They walked in silence until Charlie cooled down, and that was the end of it.




But it wasn’t the end of it. Because nothing was resolved. Instead, the issue that had sparked the incident was stuffed away, just like those clothes in your closet from two years ago that still have the tags attached! And if you know me, you know how I feel about never-worn clothes and overstuffed closets. Arguments, like closets, don’t resolve themselves—unaddressed, the problem only festers and gets worse. Look at your junk mail if you’re not sure what I mean!




I’ve met Charlie. He seems like a very nice guy. So my question to Elizabeth was, “What’s this about? What does the newspaper represent?” She thought for a while. Finally she said, “I run the household and work part-time. I have no problem with that arrangement. But I don’t think Charlie has any idea how much time I spend doing stupid things like paying bills and getting repairs done.” We left it at that, but three days later Elizabeth called me to say, “I couldn’t stop thinking about the newspaper thing. I was wrong about the problem. There are just too many small chores. It’s annoying, I’m tired of it, and I take it out on Charlie. I don’t blame him for getting angry. I can’t imagine him ever speaking that way to me.”




Sure, the reason Elizabeth lashed out matters. But think about how hard it was for her to understand and explain why she did it. If she doesn’t understand herself, if it takes her this long to examine and articulate the meaning behind a throw-away comment she made on the front lawn, how is Charlie supposed to understand her without her help and guidance? Most of us make offhanded comments that turn into arguments. Yes, it’s ideal to put your brain in gear before you engage your mouth, but all of us talk before we think more often than we’d like to admit. The only way to make sure your arguments truly end is to see them through. This is how adults resolve conflict in a healthy and productive way—try it, you’ll be surprised at just how good it feels.




Take responsibility and clean up the mess you’ve made. How? Be honest with yourself. Learn to unravel the meaning behind the choices you make in your relationship that lead to conflict. You can do it together in a cooler moment, or do what Elizabeth did—figure it out for yourself and explain to your partner later in a calm and honest way. Maybe Elizabeth will be able to stop herself from lashing out next time. But even if she doesn’t, at least she has been open and honest with herself and Charlie about what she did and is working hard to move past the behavior so she doesn’t keep repeating it. Maybe Charlie will be able to take her next outbreak in stride because they’ve spoken about it and he has more insight into Elizabeth’s behavior and is helping her work on it.






Get to the heart of the issue




It probably goes without saying that the middle of the fight is where emotional clutter gets in the way. In the heat of the moment, anger, defensiveness, and myriad other emotions interfere with your ability to see clearly and act based on your priorities. Everyone knows that when you see red the best thing to do is to stop and take a deep breath. But knowing and doing are very different. You know you shouldn’t buy another pair of shoes or eat another cookie, but you do. What if you actually stopped long enough to inhale deeply and exhale completely? Would it change the argument? There’s only one way to find out. And in the mid-fight moment that you create, I want you to summon your priorities. How important is this fight to you? Can the discussion be had in a calm, loving manner? Can you elevate the fight from accusation and blame to explanation and understanding? If you can, you’ll be doing good work that will benefit your relationship in the long run.




End fights peacefully




Are you too focused on winning arguments? If that is one of your obstacles, you need to work on having better fights. That’s right, as strange as it sounds, I want you to learn how to have a healthy fight. Fear of anger or conflict, an imbalanced desire to win every argument, control issues, passive-aggressive behavior, all of these are clutter that interfere with your ability to argue with clarity and direction. Stick with the issue. Don’t make it personal. Don’t hit below the belt. Accept that the person you are arguing with is not the enemy, merely someone who happens to disagree with you at the moment. It’s not a life-and-death conflict!




If your arguments have bad habits—they always end in tears or with one partner storming out of the room—try, in a peaceful moment, to talk about what you both can do to break the pattern. Assume that you will fight. It’s inevitable, and it’s healthy. Now, how can you do it productively?










Activity




Disagreement Worksheet




Preferably with your partner, use the questions below to identify the clutter that gets in the way of productive arguments.








	Do you keep your fights focused on a single issue?




	Does one of you feel accused and/or get defensive? Why?




	Do you have incompatible styles of arguing or come from families where fighting was very different? How can you reconcile these differences?




	Do you both put aside your anger to listen?




	Does one of you always have to win?




	At the end of a disagreement, do you need time to cool down? How much time?




	After a fight, does your anger go away or does it get carried over into the next fight?




	Name one thing your partner could work on to improve the productivity of your fights.




	Name one thing you could work on to improve the productivity of your fights.
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