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introduction


Measuring Happiness—How a Life
with Less Can Be a Life with More


PERHAPS YOU’RE READING THIS while browsing in a bookstore. If so, glance over at the woman across the way when she’s not looking, the one scanning titles of books on a table and searching for her next engrossing read. She’s well dressed, appears healthy and happy, and looks intelligent and strong willed, someone who could be a friend or neighbor. You can’t picture this woman as someone who feels extraordinarily lost and as emotionally bankrupt as her bank account. She is estranged from her husband and friends, disconnected from her children, stifled by debt, angry and resentful at how much her life has changed in recent years, and terrified that she’ll never get back to that place where money was abundant and she felt so in control of her life. But if you were to follow her home and get to know this woman, you’d find that her looks defy everything about her. She doesn’t know who she is anymore, and in fact can’t find her way “home.”


She’s got mail dating back three months that she hasn’t opened for fear of another past-due notice. Her teenage children have no idea that their college funds have been squandered and there’s no money for summer camp this year. Ever since her husband lost his job a year ago and money got excruciatingly tight, their relationship hasn’t been the same. They can’t afford to get a divorce, though the thought has crossed her mind. She harbors a grudge toward her husband for telling her that she’s got to learn to live on less, and that their previous lifestyle is gone. Conversations about money erupt into ferocious fighting, and the thought of accepting this new reality is terrifying for both of them. How can she be happy? Where will she get the courage to find joy and peace of mind in all this mess? Who is she now? What pains her the most is that things fell apart so quickly. Just a few years ago, life was good and filled with opportunities. They always had money in the bank, plans for another vacation, and a clean and tidy house that their friends envied. Then came the Great Recession. Overnight, all bets were off.


Now the fear of losing their home looms large. They have burned through their savings and much of their retirement money. The woman does whatever she can to soothe her overwhelming anxiety, trying to find pleasure in boutiques and clothing stores—anything to put a damper on her emotional pain and deepening depression. She can’t stop shopping. She pawned some of her jewelry last week just to pay for basic living expenses this month and find more money for shopping. When she pulls out a credit card to make a small purchase for herself, she feels guilty on the one hand, and on the other, wonders when someone will come bail her out like the government did for Wall Street. Somehow she gets through each day by pushing the reality of her situation to the back of her mind. If she just doesn’t think about it too much she can manage it.


This woman is not unlike millions who are struggling to make ends meet through tough financial times while at the same time trying to preserve their emotional well-being. She may even be like you. And you are like everyone else.


I don’t need to remind you what’s been going on in America since I last wrote a book. Treading water has become second nature as we attempt to recover from the worse financial fallout since the Great Depression. Technically, the most recent recession may have been declared over already, but that doesn’t negate the fact so many of us are still stuck in its debris. Millions of people remain lost, disheartened, uninspired, debt-ridden, and frustrated by having to live on less. Some of us are paying the price of living deep in an orgy of consumption for the past decade—surviving giddily off of borrowed money and a kind of pay-as-you-go happiness. But others of us have just been bystander victims of the financial tsunami that has swept through the country. The combination of an unexpected job loss, medical crisis, and tumbling net worth due to the real estate decline, for example, can be enough to devastate even the strongest and savviest of financial planners. And this kind of financial change can steal not only your happiness, but also your sense of self.


Regardless of your unique story and experience these past couple of years, what’s obvious, now, is that the time of personal reckoning has come: we need to change the way we think about our finances, our lives, and what brings us happiness and fulfillment. It’s time to seriously clear out the psychological clutter tied to money and finances and the hurdles to happier lives that are running, railroading, or ruining our lives.


You can either continue living in denial or (and my guess is you’re considering alternatives because you’re reading this book) you can learn how to navigate this current tsunami that has affected all our lives and create a new path of hope, happiness, and well-being for you and your family. The old adage rings true and begs to be repeated: With crisis comes great opportunity. I honestly believe this and think that if we wallow in our collective problems and fail to see the chance for something great here, then we’re seriously missing the point! That said, you must be brave enough to seize the opportunity. If you’ll come along, together we can use that to our advantage.


Glance again at that lady standing nearby and now pretend that she turns to you and wonders what it’s like to live your life. Your story might not be so extreme, but how much of what she sees on the outside contradicts what’s hammering you on the inside? Do you look strong but confront an inner turmoil daily about how to rebalance your life now that things aren’t what they used to be? Do fears about the future and of “not having enough” keep you up at night? Are you physically tough but mentally weak and drained from relentless thoughts about your financial situation—and the fact that you’re struggling to define yourself and your life in a way that makes sense anymore? We all measure our happiness in different ways. Many of the people I work with find it hard to distinguish happiness from getting more stuff. For these people, better is measured by more and their possessions have become the measure of their well-being. Chasing more and having more has come to mean that I’ll somehow be more; that if I just buy the right things I can somehow acquire the life I want and will then—of course—be happy. It’s a common theory. And a great recipe for disaster!


It almost always takes a crisis for people to make big changes in their lives. I hear from families all the time that their loved ones—parents, spouse, friends—are wrecking their lives with clutter, that it just can’t go on like this anymore. The stuff they own has damaged the happiness they want. Well, we’ve reached the same kind of crisis with money. Even though it may fly in the face of what we’ve been conditioned to believe, owning more or the pursuit of more simply is not better, for ourselves, our families, our communities, or our planet. Worse still, the “more” that we chase might just be the single biggest reason that happiness escapes us. We need to reframe our attitudes toward our stuff and our happiness. We need to rethink how we spend money and what’s truly important if we want to improve the quality of our lives and the future of our families.


This very well may be the most important book I’ve written. Unlike my previous works, from It’s All Too Much: An Easy Plan for Living a Richer Life with Less Stuff, which focused on physical clutter, to Enough Already!: Clear the Emotional and Mental Clutter to Create the Life You Want, which dealt with damaging mental and emotional clutter, this book comes at a time when people need to hear a clear and unambiguous message the most. It comes when tens of millions are wrestling with serious financial problems that invade every aspect of their lives, and no matter how hard they try to change directions and find solutions, they continue to hit walls, go in reverse, or just give up entirely. It also comes at a time when record numbers report their dissatisfaction with their relationships, frustration with their job, and an overwhelming sense of unhappiness with life itself. And—like clutter—the pile of misfortune, exasperation, deferred dreams, and troubled relationships keeps accumulating. Some of you may have decluttered in the past, performed some serious spring cleaning, and invested good intentions in your attempts to organize your life. But was it all to no avail when the recession hit? Did the physical stuff get cleared out but leave a huge emotional and personal vacuum in its place? What happened? Where did you go wrong? Why couldn’t those good intentions help you to avoid, at least a little bit, the ravages of the recession? The answers to those questions are in this book. And so are the straightforward solutions for turning this around for good. Some say that money is the root of all evil. I’m not a subscriber to that theory, but I do believe that our attitude to things, and especially our attitude to money, has hugely contributed to the mess we’re in.


The news isn’t all bad. I know that thousands, if not millions, of families are taking advantage of the downturn to reboot their values and their plans for their futures. This is a huge plus. We’ve lost money but we’ve found a sense of priority in our lives. We are more aware of the difference between needs versus wants and entitlements. We are increasingly conscious of our environment, and no longer have to drive the heftiest SUV on the road. We don’t care for another 2,000 square feet of living space if we can live comfortably with what we have and pay our mortgage on time. We are more apt (more out of necessity than anything else) to tell our children that they won’t be getting x, y, or z these holidays. And I sense that there is a growing awareness that less really can be more. That being thrifty, when done right, can be surprisingly liberating, pleasurable, and rewarding all the way down to our happiness centers. When I ask people which words describe how they want to live now, I don’t hear words like “big” and “large”; I hear the words “simply,” “peacefully,” “modestly,” “with less stress,” and “with more real connection to loved ones.” Happiness doesn’t come with a hugely expensive price tag, a maxed-out credit card, a crushing mortgage, or keeping up with five thousand “friends” on Facebook! I’m going to show you how thrift allows you to evaluate the world anew. Frugality is not about deprivation at all. Much to the contrary, it’s about examining life’s possibilities, then homing in on the ones that make you happiest.


That said, our good intentions and renewed values can be undone easily by our ingrained habits and past decisions. Many of us may want to live on less but don’t know how, having grown so accustomed to the pre-Recession world, and having attached our whole identities to what we own. We still cling to who we were or how much we had to spend before facing (or ignoring) today’s realities, and we can’t stop equating being happy with having more. We may secretly fight to keep up appearances while continuing to delude ourselves and let our relationships with loved ones erode because we can’t talk to them about money and limitations. So how do we rectify this? How do we heal the great divide in our families and come together as a team to fulfill each other’s dreams no matter what the economy throws at us? If you’re feeling paralyzed by fear, overwhelmed by your money woes, and paying (figuratively, emotionally, and literally) for your past mistakes, how do you move forward and embrace this new world while you’re still carrying all the baggage from the old world? Put simply, How do you live a life of abundance on less? What does that mean? How is this possible—without pretending or feeling that you’re being forced to against your will? Can you reclaim a financial life—and be happy—with significantly less?


You know what I’m going to say to that: Yes! Remember what I’ve always said: it’s not about the stuff. Experience has shown again and again that if you focus on “the stuff,” you are never going to get to the root cause of a cluttered, unhappy life. I say the same thing about the stuff of money and your financial compass: If you just look at the money (and the credit cards, and interest rates, and rules to retirements accounts, and budgeting formulas, and so on), you will never get at the root of financial distress. If you define yourself by your possessions and financial status, you’ll never find peace of mind, lasting contentment, and deep-rooted happiness. You can make spreadsheets, concoct elaborate budgets and spending plans, read the latest personal finance guru’s book, or speak with financial advisors until the cows come home. But to truly understand what is happening you have to look at why buying more and acquiring more is so important to you. You have to look at where you’re attempting to find happiness and decide whether it’s really causing you pleasure or just more pain. It’s easy enough to understand the need for change, it’s tough to embrace that change in your everyday life. Only then can you get to the heart of your consumption, deal with it in an honest way, and create a vision for the life you want for yourself and your family. Only then can you define who you really are and live up to that person every single day with excitement and pleasure.


And that’s exactly what we’re going to do together in this book. In the same way that I conquered clutter in your home (and on your butt and in your mind) in my previous books, Lighten Up will help you to wade through your financial mess, and clear a path to financial health and emotional harmony. I can’t guarantee you instant happiness but I am going to show you how to live a life of abundance on less in a way that doesn’t plunge you deeper into misery and despair, and my suspicion is that with a changed mind-set will come a sense of calm, authentic personal identity, and . . . yes . . . happiness. Your well-being doesn’t have to be measured by monetary wealth. I’ll show you how to capitalize on where you derive happiness, and help you to realize that your truest sources of pleasure and joy are actually free. I’m also going to help you see that what you already have is more than most people in previous generations ever dreamed about having, and with a little bit of mental and, in some cases, physical rearranging and reprioritizing, you can come to view your life from a completely different place. To that end, I’ll show you how to psychologically transform your pain, anxieties, and anguish into a spring of courage and action no matter how much you’ve lost or had to give up.


If you know anything about me, you know that I tend to think a little differently than most. This book is no different. Most books that offer traditional financial advice and get-out-of-debt programs are a little like diet books. Everyone buys one, everyone reads one, pretty much no one has anything to show for them. Just like fad diets, their lessons are quickly forgotten. The problem is these books often shove the how-to at you without exploring the whys underlying your financial distress. It’s like the first week of the New Year. We’ve all been there! You intend to exercise more, to eat better, and to get organized. All goes well for a few days until you hit the first hurdle: a late dinner with friends and one or two drinks more than you intended. The next morning you’re too tired to get out of bed to exercise. Suddenly all those resolutions go south! We’ve all been there—probably many times. Without a realistic plan, a clear understanding of what’s likely to trip you up and—most important—an honest assessment of why you want to make these changes in your life, change is unlikely. I want to teach you a lifestyle tuned to the optimal way to live within your means that will keep your life clutter free (and I mean that on every level of the word “clutter”—emotional, physical, financial, and spiritual).


Taking baby steps toward change will slowly alter how you feel, how your financial life looks, and how well you really are. In Part I, we’ll explore what kind of life you imagine for yourself and where you think you derive your happiness. I’ll challenge you to create a realistic vision for your life, reassess what the words “abundance,” “needs,” “wants,” and “entitlements” mean to you, and help you to sketch out a mental blueprint for living out your newfound vision each and every day. Part II will help you use three personal audits to gather information about your situation to instigate changes. This won’t necessarily be easy. I’ll ask you to face not just the physical stuff and concrete dollar signs, but I’ll also ask you to excavate your emotions and address those psychological underpinnings to your habits and attitudes. You’ll be challenged to confront your family members, establish tough boundaries under the limits of your family’s means, engage the participation of your children even if they are young, and become fully attuned to your own shortfalls and weakness, including the excuses you tell yourself every day just to “get by.”


“Just getting by” doesn’t work anymore and you know it. It’s time to get clear, get real, and get going. Sounds scary? Good! Exciting? Even better! I’ll be arming you with all the tools you need to do this, including scripts to use with your partner and kids, specific To-Dos that you can put into practice immediately, exercises for helping you to learn the ropes to living a life of abundance on less, and practical information to create a real, achievable, and personal plan of action. Part III will then give you a checkup and maintenance plan for staying on track with the vision you have for yourself in the real world.


Like I said, this won’t be a walk in the park. You’ll no doubt find yourself having tough conversations with yourself along the way, as well as difficult discussions with other people in your life, notably the ones who share the same space and contribute to your well-being every day. I’ve never asked you in the past to sit a five-year-old down and tell him about your debt and what it means to him, or to enforce family meetings with a specific agenda that will stir debate and probably some seriously uncomfortable moments. I’ve also never asked you to take a personal audit and make the connection between the tension in your life and your everyday habits that aggravate that tension. Until now.


Take a deep breath. For everything you uncover about yourself and your family in this book there will be a clear solution that we craft together so you know what to do. I understand that living on less seems (and feels) unappealing and unnerving, but I’m going to help you change that so it becomes a source of immense power and enjoyment. Keep in mind that the lessons you learn and pass onto your children as you enlist their participation may be the most instrumental and life-enhancing lessons you give them as they mature into thoughtful, productive, money-savvy adults. By the end of this book, you’ll have shifted the way you and your family measure happiness, you’ll have redefined who you really are and created space for what really matters in your life, and you’ll have moved a lot closer to the vision you have for your life than you ever thought possible.


It never ceases to amaze me how, by formulating a clear plan and embracing realistic change, my clients have watched their financial—and other—problems diminish and, in some cases, completely vanish. Among the hundreds of thankful letters that I receive routinely from people who’ve taken my ideas to heart, there is a singular thought spoken many different ways: “This process has changed my life: I feel empowered and liberated from constant struggle. I’m enjoying the best relationships with my loved ones like never before.” They not only share how their financial problems have cleared up since they started following my program, but their overall well-being—both physical and mental—has changed significantly for the better. Significantly.


Mark today as the beginning of a new life. A new sense of honesty with yourself and your world. Accept your past failures and let them inform this new life with resolve. I don’t know anyone who hasn’t felt jarred by the events over the last several years. The economic storm has ravaged through every demographic and every level of income. We may harbor ill feelings toward our financial institutions and government leaders, but at the end of the day, the change—the recovery—happens at home with you. What I want from everyone who reads this book is to find a greater sense of purpose and power to effect that change on an individual basis. It’s within all of us. And yes, that peace, stability, security, and happiness is within you.





part one


From Living on Less
to Living with More








1


The Life You Imagine
for Yourself


What would you say if I asked you what it means to have your life in perfect order? Maybe it’s being less stressed about work and money, and having more quality time to spend with family and friends. Maybe it’s feeling in total control of your life, your future, and your financial well-being. Maybe it’s seeing debt go away so you can plan for bigger dreams and goals. Maybe it’s achieving a healthier, more confident version of yourself who is energetic, free from constant worry, and able to accomplish more throughout the day. And maybe it’s all of these things plus more.


Chances are you have picked up this book because a voice inside you is saying it’s time to make a change. Perhaps you’ve seen the work I do helping people declutter and organize every aspect of their lives. Maybe you’ve come to a point in your life where you realize that some serious action is needed to push you in a new direction. Some of you reading this may have tried to declutter your life in the past but became overwhelmed all over again especially once the Great Recession hit. You’re still reeling from its consequences, and don’t know how to dig yourself out. Or maybe for you it’s not the physical clutter that’s the problem; it’s the emotional and psychological clutter that has accumulated because of changed circumstances. You may be saying something along the following lines:


The recession is supposedly “over” but I feel I’ll be living in its wake forever.


My life is an organizational, financial, and emotional nightmare.


I’ll never get out from under my debt. And the thought of not having enough petrifies me.


I feel stuck, and unable to change anything for the better in my life.


I am lost. I’ve lost money, but I’ve also lost myself. I don’t feel in control of my life the way I used to.


Money bought me happiness in the past, and without it I can’t find that happiness again.


I thought all the things I’ve collected and accomplished over the years would have gotten me somewhere, but it’s like I’ve gone in reverse.


I don’t know who I am anymore!


Clutter of all kinds is ruining my life, my financial stability, my relationships, and even my sanity.


In other words, I’m not where I want to be! I’m not who I want to be!


And you probably don’t know where to begin either. “Peace,” “harmony,” and “happiness” are not words in your daily vocabulary, but you’d give anything for them to be.


THE UPS AND DOWNS


Think for a moment about where you live—your home. There’s one truth I will repeat over and over again until it becomes your truth as well; you only have the space you have—you can only fit so much into your home. Your physical space is limited, and so is your money. If you’re like most people in the United States today, that amount of space and money has been squeezed considerably thanks to the economic earthquakes that have struck. You may also have noticed that your mental space has been squeezed, too. You only have so much room in your psyche to handle all the disappointments and frustrations you’ve experienced in recent times. And if you’ve defined yourself in the past by what you’ve bought and spent and now you’re struggling to figure out who you are in the recession’s aftermath, then you know exactly what I mean by feeling lost and out of control on a level that’s terrifyingly raw.


Without warning, circumstances changed for all of us—individually and collectively. Whether it’s at home or at work, all of us have been asked to do more with less. To live better on less (and with less), and be happy with that. We’re being pressured every day to meet the same or more demands with fewer resources. It’s amazing how much perception can affect our view of things, too. Even people who haven’t lost their jobs or been forced to rethink their spending habits have been psychologically affected by just hearing all the bad news out there. Every day we learn about a new statistic or fact pointing to unwanted outcomes. The uncertainties of the stock market. The rise in depression. The stagnation in the real estate market. The surge in unemployment. It’s a bumpy road we’re being forced to travel.


Shouldering the weight of all these realities compels us to take stock of our lives and evaluate where we are relative to where we want to be. Haven’t you thought more about your happiness or unhappiness in these past couple of years? Haven’t you wondered what you could be doing differently to get the results you want out of life? Isn’t there a part of you that looks at your surroundings from a purely objective standpoint and asks: Is this it? Is this as good as it gets? If there’s one thing beneficial about tough times, it’s that they have a way of inspiring us in fresh ways. They can corral our innermost wishes and dreams and motivate us to find a way—no matter what—to instigate change even though it may not necessarily be enjoyable at first. Tough times can also serve to point out the times we faked our attempts to “change” in the past, and reset our good intentions with authentic resolve.


If you’re familiar with my work then you know that I firmly believe that making any transformation in your life can begin by simply clearing out physical clutter. That’s right: you don’t have to go much further than just your material possessions to begin a journey that will bring you closer to whatever goals you want—less stress, a lighter load mentally and physically, lower debt, restful sleep at night, a more promising future, healthier relationships, a simpler life. Think of decluttering as your access pass to the life you want, and that’s doable given the resources, time, and energy you have. I’ve done it. I’ve seen it. I know it’s true!


But now it’s time to take the decluttering movement to a whole new level. Creating physical space may not be enough for you, especially if you’ve done the clearing out and are still left feeling at a total loss. You know in your heart that the word “abundance” has nothing to do with possessions but you can’t bring yourself to feel like you’re living a life of abundance on less. You don’t know how to find happiness when happiness used to come wrapped in boxes. Convincing yourself that money doesn’t buy happiness is hard to do in the real world. You got used to money buying that rush you called happiness, and I’m here to help you change that.


I’m going to show you how to find an abundant source of happiness that resides far from your financial resources. This book is not just about debt, or getting out of debt for that matter. It’s about living a life accepting that what you want is what you likely already have, and that there are very few things that you really need to be content. I’m going to show you step by step how to rearrange your priorities and adjust your attitude so that you can deal with whatever stands between you and the life you want to live.


The Stuff that Dreams Are Not Made Of


So we already know the time has come to reevaluate how we live, how we spend, how we collect things, how we pay for goods, how we organize our lives, and how our emotional compass can be swayed by our ideas about money. Now we just have to follow through and take a proper course of action. But even that can be scary. Change is tough—and terrifying! You really do want to get your life in order and adopt a lifestyle that keeps it in good working order, but you wonder how hard it will be. Making lifestyle changes, even little ones, can seem overwhelming at first. You ask: How can I avoid my usual habits? Will I feel deprived or frustrated? Is this program doable given the time I have and the commitments I already have made? Will this just be another exercise in failure for me? What’s realistic? What if I don’t know how to live on less! What if I’ve always gotten my happiness from my things and my lifestyle? How do I now change that and expect to be happy in the future?


Keep reading, because this book will answer all of these questions and many more. It is easy to get caught up in the idea that having more means being happy—that if we just buy the right things we can somehow acquire the life we want. Success means more stuff. More stuff equals happiness. It’s presented as a simple enough equation and seldom questioned. However, I see a very different story every day in my work: homes full of stuff and lives and relationships buckling under the constant duress of financial, professional, and personal demands.


I’m not opposed to surrounding yourself with things that reflect the life you want. Owning is not a bad thing. The problems start when the stuff you own begins to own you. For many of the people I work with it’s less about the quality of their lives and relationships and more about the quantity of stuff they can amass. For this reason, I am a firm believer in the power of living clutter free, not just when it comes to the physical stuff, but particularly when it comes to money issues.


As odd as this may sound, my work in helping people declutter their homes and their lives is not so much about “the stuff” as it is about reversing the crippling effect that clutter has in their lives. When we talk of clutter “suffocating” us or feeling “buried” in what we own, the symbolism of those words is huge. Clutter robs us of the life we could be living—not just physically but also socially, emotionally, in our relationships, financially, and spiritually. When we invest most of our energy into acquiring more, something has to suffer—and it always does!


SPECIAL NOTE: The letters that appear throughout this book are a sampling of the many emails 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 various 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 and are, in some instances, composites.




Dear Peter:


Back in July I was downsized from my job. It was a shock to the system. After a while I found that I started lacking more than just money. It was a sense of purpose each day that I missed and each day I felt more and more detached from everyone else. Inspiration was found in a strange kind of way by working for and supporting the food pantry in our small community. So even though we did without a lot of presents this Christmas and scraped together money to pay the bills, we found something instead. We found a sense of priority in our lives. As a family we now know that what seemed necessary before are only material items now. We now know that other people have it far worse than we do and it is within our power to do whatever we can to help the cause. I think as the “Great Recession” continues, people need to figure out not only what they can do without, but what is important in their lives and where their values are. I know we found a better sense of ours and that might not ever have happened if we didn’t have to go without.





Toughen Up and Take Ownership of Your Life


I’m not promising that this will be easy or instantaneous, but I do promise that if you commit to decluttering and organizing your finances and your home, the effects will be dramatic for you and your family. The good news is that change is possible but only if you pledge to accept responsibility for your life and decisions, to take action and follow through.


This all starts with you. Unless you choose to own your life, to be responsible for your actions and lapses, there can be no success. Only you can make the changes needed, but I will stand with you every step of the way. These step-by-step processes offer the right balance of structure and adaptability to honor your personal preferences and power of choice. If you do this work honestly, you’ll find the experience of going chapter by chapter, and emotional hurdle by emotional hurdle to be liberating. Own your life. Stop blaming others. Commit to your future. Free yourself from the clutches of clutter that continue to disrupt every aspect of your life.


Trust me, this will work. Take a deep breath, relax, and try to evict those negative thoughts that keep bringing you down and stalling you. Be patient with yourself as you begin this journey. Forget about past failures. Focus right now on today, tomorrow, and the ordered life that awaits you in the near future.




POP QUIZ: IS THIS YOU?


How cluttered is your life? Take this quiz to find out. Be honest!


1. How does the topic of money make you feel?


a. Empowered; I know money is a source of education and freedom and I’m pretty good with my money. I know where it goes and the exact amount of my debt.


b. Indifferent; I’m pretty much in denial about my money problems and try not to think about them too much. Not really sure how much I owe, either.


c. Terrified; I know how much I owe and I know I can’t ever pay it back. Money is always on my mind and is the reason I’m constantly anxious and have trouble sleeping.


2. If you had to evacuate your home right now:


a. I’d be ready to go in seconds because I can immediately locate all the essential paperwork and valuable items I’d need.


b. I’d need a few hours to get organized. Where are our insurance policies again?


c. I’d panic; I haven’t a clue where my important documents are and what I should take or leave behind. Is this really an emergency?


3. Family friends have invited your family to join them for a long holiday weekend at a beachside resort. You:


a. Decline with thanks; it won’t fit into your budget this month.


b. Think about it, but when you share the idea with your kids, they beg you to say yes, and you eventually do even though you worry about the related cost in the back of your mind.


c. Accept immediately; how could you let your friends down? It’s nice to feel wanted and included.


4. If you gathered your family around the dining room table tonight and asked each person to share his or her vision for the future (e.g., material possessions, educational or career pursuits, personal goals):


a. Your family will look at you like you’re crazy. They wouldn’t understand the purpose of the exercise. They think it’s stupid.


b. Your family will participate but there won’t be a meeting of the minds. They think this is a way you are trying to control them. And no one has the same set of priorities.


c. Your family will confirm things you already know. There’s a continual open conversation about money, budgets, goals, priorities, and big-picture planning in the family.


5. When you think of your home and your current lifestyle:


a. It’s a source of stress and anxiety; I don’t know how much longer I can keep up with paying overdue bills and hiding the extent of our debt from others. Oh, and don’t ask me to host a party anytime soon; it would take me a year to clean up.


b. I’m hit or miss; I have my weak spots and once or twice a year after everything has built up, I try to attack it and get my life in order again.


c. I’m very content; I have a good system for staying organized, paying bills, filing paperwork, etc. My home is a reflection of this all year round, too.


6. When I think about the future:


a. A sense of dread washes over me. I don’t know how I’ll pay for future expenses and I know my kids will suffer.


b. Future? I don’t think about it. I live day to day. Carpe diem.


c. I’m prepared and excited. I’ve planned it that way!


7. The last time I felt happy was:


a. Today; I love my life!


b. Before the recession hit.


c. A long time ago, before I had kids, a mortgage, and too many commitments. Back then, life was simple and the future held so many possibilities!


8. Answer the following questions with a yes or no:


a. If you lost your job today, could you survive at least three to six months using your savings? (And if you already have lost your job, are you doing okay using savings?)


b. Do other people (friends, co-workers, partner, kids, pressuring salespeople) make you spend more than you want?


c. Do you ever shop to make yourself feel better?


d. Does everything in your home serve a specific purpose today? (Vague future purposes, like those recipes in a year-old magazine you swear to use someday, don’t count.)


e. Do you regret anything you’ve bought in the past year? (Think clothing, gadgets, household furniture and goods.)


f. Does tax season give you headaches, indigestion, and maybe even the occasional panic attack?


g. Do you own a shredder?


h. Can you see yourself in five years? Ten years? And is that where you want to be?


Scoring:


1. a (2 points); b (1 point); c (0 points)


2. a (2 points); b (1 point); c (0 points)


3. a (2 points); b (1 point); c (0 points)


4. a (0 points); b (1 point); c (2 points)


5. a (0 points); b (1 point); c (2 points)


6. a (0 points); b (1 point); c (2 points)


7. a (2 points); b (1 point); c (0 points)


8. Give yourself 2 points each if you answered: (a) yes; (b) no; (c) no; (d) yes; (e) no; (f) no; (g) yes; and (h) yes.





The lower your score, the less control you have of your world. Conversely, the higher your score, the more control you have in your life.


If you scored below 10 points: you’re barely holding on, and you probably worry so much about everything that you suffer health consequences, too. Nothing ever seems to go your way, and you’re never on your own priority list. The thought of tackling your debt, financial paperwork, and clutter is downright terrifying. The word “money” makes you cringe. I’m guessing you hide the extent of the chaos pretty well from friends and family, but you know that if you don’t get a handle on things soon, you’re going to crack. “Happiness” is not a word you use very often. You can’t remember the last time you felt young and energetic. You don’t know what’s good for you anymore because you’ve gotten so lost. And the dread of living like this for another day is practically unbearable. You have a lot of work to do, but the good news is that one little step can result in a giant leap forward. It may take time to get used to living by a new set of rules and perspective, but the exercises in this book will help you shift how you view your life, and learn to never let money or things run your life again.


If you scored between 11 and 20 points: your life needs a makeover, too, but you’ve got a better grip on things. You know you need to take action today or risk falling much farther down the hole. You do try hard to keep all the balls in the air, but your efforts aren’t always working. The debt still lingers, the stuff still collects, the mind still wanders down depressive paths. More than likely money remains a big issue in your household. Despite what you know is good for you deep down, you still have problems with gaining control over what’s important in your life, and avoiding or cleaning out the unimportant so you can stay attuned to your own desires and dreams. Happiness? You can’t say whether or not you’re truly happy because you’ve forgotten what that really means. You can be easily derailed, and when it comes to your kids, they rule. But you’re aware of this, which is why a little bit more effort and focus can propel you to where you really want to be.


If you scored above 20 points: you get the gold star. You’re lucky to be part of a small but growing group of people who work hard at maintaining their lives free of clutter, serious debt, and chaos. You were smart enough to set yourself up for the future and have made regular choices (sometimes hard ones) to maintain balance in your financial and personal lives. But that work requires constant vigilance and attention. You know how easy it can be to slip up and then have to pay the consequences—literally and figuratively. Happiness is elusive to some degree, but you sense that your priorities are in some semblance of order because you’re feeling pretty good about yourself and your life. Money doesn’t scare you, but you are very aware that can change on a dime. For you, this book will be a welcome reminder, and its fresh tips can help you to further fine-tune the good habits that keep you balanced and clutter free on all levels.




Dear Peter:


Going from two incomes to one was and still is quite a transition. However, we’ve been able to handle that transition quite well. We have gotten rid of many extra expenses, I buy used baby gear and clothes when I can, I cut coupons, use cloth diapers, and we’re always looking for what else we can cut out. I have discovered that there is something very freeing in my spirit when I live a simpler life. I am finding that with less stuff, only the essentials and stuff that is truly important to me, it’s a lot easier to clean my house and I actually am less stressed and able to spend more quality time with my family. It has made me reflect on times when life was simpler, too. We don’t need extra storage garages or more stuff piled in the garage: we just need to honor and support our life with what matters most, and what matters most is not the stuff clogging up my closet!





IT STARTS WITH A VISION


If I had to give you one word that lies at the root of most people’s emotional pain and anguish today, you’d probably be surprised it’s not “money” (or the lack thereof). It’s “stuff.” Stuff keeps us from having the rich, full life we deserve. More stuff doesn’t equate to a better life. Stuff has a way of creeping into and overtaking our homes. It also has a way of defining us, when we should be defining ourselves from a much deeper, intangible perspective. And when our stuff begins to define who we are, we become incapable of defining ourselves outside of what we own and what we can buy. This, as many of you may know by now, is a setup for utter unhappiness. One of my favorite quotes comes from the movie Fight Club: “The things you own end up owning you.” It’s a great quote, one that I use often and one that’s really worth pondering. I can also extend that quote: “The things you own end up owning your identity.”


It’s time to seriously examine ourselves and our relationships with the money, people, and things in our lives—and the lack thereof. No one should feel stressed out when she opens the door to her own home or buys staples for living. No one has to. No one should feel like he has “nothing” when he can count on his loved ones, even when there’s a lack of material possessions and money. Your home and your financial stability are within your control. Consider this: if your home is not providing you with a place of peace and calm, of focus and motivation; if your home is instead a major source of stress and anxiety in your life, then isn’t it obvious that things are seriously out of balance? If your own home does not offer you some measure of nourishment and calm, where are you finding that peace? Chances are, nowhere! Your home should be the place where you escape all negative forces in the world. How you live in that home—eat, breathe, sleep, play, and connect with loved ones—should be the antidote to stress, not the cause.


To get to the heart of our financial problems, we have to reframe how we view what we own, what we buy, how we pay, what we can afford, and what will help us create the life we want for ourselves. This is about living mindfully within our means and it begins with a new perspective and a new mind-set about consuming less, living with less, and being happy with less—a mind-set that embraces the idea that happiness doesn’t automatically come with more. This process must start with a clear vision of the life you want—not a debt number or credit score. Just a vision—your vision—and a big one at that.


LESS IS MORE


Let’s be honest, the concept of less is far less attractive than the concept of more. Just that word “less” carries a boatload of negative connotations. Less drums up thoughts of not having enough, being a few dollars short, getting the short end of the stick, not functioning at 100 percent, missing something, lacking something, and so on. It implies hardship, deprivation, destitution, and poverty. But does it have to be a negative term? What does less mean to you?
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€ scems as though not a day goes by that we

don’t think about money. We cut back on

spending, We chase a bargain. We try to save
more. Westrive to use less credit. We worry about
funding our retirement and our children’s educa-
tion. Yet we continue to spend money on things
that don't matter. Peter Walsh knows that moncy
and debt can overwhelm your life even faster
than clutcer, and he has a plan to help you deal
with that emotional and financial chaos.

Peter's previous bestselling books inspired us to
successfully evict the cluteer in our homes, on our
bodies, and in six key areas of our lives. But for
many people, clearing the clutter suddenly exposes
decper issucs—financial, physical, and emotional.
Sometimes our problems are not really abou the
physical scuff but about the emotional fabric of
our lives—from our relationships with money to
our relationships with people and cven how we
defincand find happiness.

In Lighten Up, Peter demonstrates that t
reassessment of priorities is a great opportunity to
examine our lives and circumstances and to make
the changes necessary to focus on the things that
really matter. Exploring the real source of happi-
ness, Peter offers a clear strategy for finding the
delicate balance between what we have, what we
need, and what we want or feel entitled to. With
three unique audits that cover every aspect of our
ng
up not just our possessions and financial state-

well-being, he takes us step by step through s

ments but also our thoughes, goals, use of time
and energy, and even our innermost sources of
tension. He then shows us how to embrace the
changes we've experienced, seta new path for the
future, and come o accept that living on less can
feel—and be—so much richer.

In Lighten Up you will learn how fo:
« Change the way you and your family

measure happiness
« Face your financial situation and set

realistic priorities
* Create space for what really matters
* Plan realistically for financial and

emotional security
« Be happier with less

Peter’s plan will help you achieve a personal
balance that brings you happiness and the courage
to choose a richly rewarding life over the mindless
pursuit of more stuff.

PETER WALSH is a clutter expert and organi
zational consultant who characterizes himself as parc
contractor and part therapist. He is a regular guest on
The Oprah Winfrey Show and hosts Enough Already!
with Peter Walsh on The Oprah Winfrey Network
(OWN). Peter holds a master’s degree with a spe-
cialty in educational psychology. He divides his time
between Los Angeles and Melbourne, Australia.
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n the same way that | conquered clutter in your home, heart,

mind, and lives in my previous books, Lighten Up will help you to

clear a path to financial health and emotional harmony. | am
going to show you how to live a life of abundance on less in a way
that doesnt plunge you deeper into misery and despair, and my
belief is that with a changed mind-set will come a sense of calm,
authentic personal identity, and . . . yes . . . happiness.

Your well-being doesn't have to be measured by monetary
wedlth. You'll learn how to capitalize on where you derive happi-
ness, and discover that your truest sources of p|ecsure and joy are
actually free. With a little bit of mental and, in some cases, physical
rearranging and reprioritizing, you can come fo view your life from
a completely different—but much more satisfying—place. Il show
you how to psychologically transform your pain, anxieties, and
anguish into a spring of courage and action no matter how much
you've lost or had to give up. The old adage rings true: With crisis
comes great opportunity. —from Lighten Up

“He is a genius.” —The New York Times
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