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Introduction

Tired, broke, and stressed out? Overwhelmed with cluttered junk drawers, a bursting calendar, and mile-long to-do lists? Feel like you’re always behind on bills and work? The answer to the ailments of modern living and the constant busy-ness we all experience isn’t a new organizational system, an app, or a manifesto on how to do it all.

It’s minimalism.

Minimalism can help you get rid of the clutter in your home, life, and work so you can spend your time, money, and energy on the things you really love. The essence of minimalism, originally a movement in design and art, is using the fewest elements to create the maximum effect.

Voluntary simplicity is the act of embracing minimalism. Note the word “voluntary.” Yes, you have a choice. Do you want to live with clutter, with things you don’t need or use? Do you want to spend your hard-earned money on clothes you never wear and décor you have to spend your free time dusting? Or do you want to live in a soothing, spacious home that’s easy to clean and have all the time and resources you need for the activities and people you enjoy? If you scale back your possessions and commitments to just what you really need, you will have more time and energy for those things that truly bring you joy and enrich your life.

Minimalism can make your living room more inviting, bring you more sleep, and help you find your dream job. But where do you start? If you’re already tired, stressed out, and broke, how do you find the time to declutter your home, the energy to resist the sale signs, and the resources to create that streamlined life you dream about? This book will show you how.

This is a simple, realistic guide to getting simple. You won’t have to spend weeks or years emptying your garage. You don’t have to give up your favorite television shows. You don’t have to live like a monk, eating meals out of your one pot while leaning over the sink because you sold your dining room table. You won’t find cutthroat checklists or complicated philosophical exercises. Just simple, easy ways to quickly declutter your life and home so you can focus on what you love most.


What Is Minimalism?


“Life is not complex. We are complex. Life is simple, and the simple thing is the right thing.”



—Oscar Wilde





As a lifestyle, minimalism is using the simplest and fewest things to create the maximum effect possible. It’s about removing whatever isn’t contributing to the desired outcome. The minimalist lifestyle movement centers around living very simply and with very little.

Minimalism Anyone Can Embrace

Some proponents of minimalism count everything they own and live nomadically. They’ve found peace with very few possessions and living in small spaces. Although their resolve is admirable, it’s also extreme and certainly not for everyone.

Instead, this book shows you how to adopt the essence of minimalism, the “do more with less” edict, to tailor your life to include just the things you truly need and enjoy. This book is about getting more of what you really want in your life. We’ll examine a few more radical ideas for scenarios like getting out of debt or transitioning to a new career; however, the ideas in this book are mainly geared toward those of us looking for a bit more time and space—without having to move to Ecuador or give up every single small luxury in our lives. This is a practical guide to minimalism and how to make small changes that have a big impact.


This book is about getting more of what you really want in your life.



After you take away the things, both physical and mental, gathering dust that you haven’t used in years, if ever, you’ll find that you suddenly have space to enjoy things you love, and the energy to achieve those secret goals you shelved away because you didn’t think you had the time or money for them. You might need time and space for a whole range of reasons: the fitness goals, the annual resolution to get more sleep, the household chores that pile up. You’ll see how embracing minimalism will help you get those things done.

Minimalism is also a way to reimagine your life on a grander scale. It sounds dramatic, but it’s true. Removing what is unnecessary in your life gives you the space and time to revisit old dreams and create new ones. If you’ve put away dreams because you thought they were unattainable, it’s time to say hello to them again. Using minimalism to streamline a few areas of your life can help you finish writing your novel, run your first 5k, or even take a three-month sabbatical from your job to spend the summer in the south of France. No far-flung goal is too small or too big.

Why Do You Need Minimalism?

The busy-ness of twenty-first-century living has most of us mired in stuff and obligations we can’t remember why we bought or signed up for in the first place. We struggle to make it through the workweek without at least one takeout meal, and we feel pinched in every avenue of our lives. We don’t have enough time for breakfast, let alone time for all those tasks on our long and ever-growing to-do lists.

This abundance of things and activities is relatively new. In fact, life used to be very simple: Securing shelter and food were the goals. Cavemen and -women didn’t suffer from paralysis by analysis, because they didn’t have forty pairs of shoes and half a dozen social commitments every weekend. No hunter-gatherers lost sleep over plans for a bathroom renovation. As recently as a hundred years ago, most people only owned a few outfits and wore the same pair of shoes every day. Most families lived in homes that had just a few rooms and children shared a bedroom. An orange was considered an exotic food. Pinterest didn’t exist. These were much simpler times with fewer choices for leisure-time activities and nondiscretionary income.

With many choices and opportunities comes great responsibility. We are living in an abundant yet complicated era. Work is no longer limited to the office, socializing is no longer limited by the need to meet face-to-face, and shopping is no longer limited to store hours. Today we can buy, socialize, and be entertained whenever we like. We have more demands on our attention and time than anyone a hundred years ago could have imagined.

It’s these abundant choices and these constant demands that can undo your greatest intentions.


	You want a tidy closet with fashionable, easy-to-wear pieces, but after a hard day at the office, you shop away your stress at a sale and come home with outfits bought on impulse.

	You’d like more time for your favorite hobbies, but you seem to lose most of your daylight hours to work, commuting, and keeping your home organized and all your stuff in its place.

	You want to be in the moment and have meaningful conversations with your closest friends, but your cell phone keeps buzzing with text messages, e-mail notifications, and calls.

	When you try to stick to a budget, you end up just seeing more sale signs in store windows and your inbox.



How do you clear the endless clutter from your life and home when you see more and new and bigger and better at every corner?

Minimalism. Minimalism can help you tune out these distractions and focus on the simple pleasures in your life. You don’t need a time machine to take you back to a simpler life; you can create that simple life today. You can enjoy the abundance available nowadays on your own terms, as you see fit. You can Do Less and enjoy more.

The Happiness Factor

Having so many choices allows us to clutter our daily lives with a lot of tasks, obligations, and sometimes even hobbies and friendships that don’t actually make us happy. We’re so busy checking things off a list we don’t have time to wonder why they’re on the list in the first place.

Think of the simple joys in your life, the ones that don’t require opening your wallet or checking your e-mail. They could be things like getting up early to make a hot breakfast before work, calling your friend in another time zone for an evening chat, taking a walk after dinner, resting in your freshly vacuumed living room, sleeping in on a Saturday, or making bread from scratch.

If you have trouble thinking of things that make you happy, consider the last twenty-four or forty-eight hours. When did you feel your best? What were the highlights of those days? They could be small or big moments: a great conversation over a meal with friends, an extra-long shower, success on a work project, or finally painting the bathroom after putting it off for many weekends. If your best moment of the week was kicking your feet up and not having to do anything, that’s okay too.

Next, make note of the big and small things that didn’t make you happy or that cast a dark cloud over your day: the argument you had with your spouse, the complicated dinner you tried to pull off on a Wednesday night that caused you to eat an hour late and left your kitchen looking like a hurricane hit, or the shocking credit card bill that soured your mood for a day. Look at how or if these unhappy moments were tied to other negative things. Did the argument with your spouse come on the heels of opening that credit card bill that revealed a number of impulsive purchases?

When you think about what brings you happiness, note how little stuff is actually involved. A nice conversation over tea, a healthy meal, sleep, exercise—none of them requires deep closets full of stuff to enjoy. When you figure out what’s making you happy, it’s easy to let go of the things and obligations in your life that aren’t making you happy. It’s also easier to go through your possessions and clearly see what you use enough to justify keeping. That massive DVD collection doesn’t seem so important once you realize you haven’t watched a DVD in months and the rows of plastic cases require constant dusting and take up all the shelf space in your small living room. Just consider, what would your home and life look like without all that stuff?


When you think about what brings you happiness, note how little stuff is actually involved.



Minimalism can bring more happiness into your life. Some of that happiness is derived from simple pleasures; other happiness will come from creating the time and motivation for the challenging tasks that bring with them long-term contentment and satisfaction. It may seem like a strange concept, but yes, that DVD collection can hold you back from career leaps, financial freedom, and even that extra twenty minutes a day to linger over a cup of coffee and the newspaper.

Decision Fatigue

Consider this common scenario: As your day begins, you probably have all the willpower you need to eat a healthy breakfast. Your morning starts out well at the office and you’re answering critical e-mails succinctly and easily and plowing through your to-do list. Then you’re faced with three different options for lunch: a last-minute invitation to a birthday celebration, take-out from a gourmet deli, or your healthy leftovers from home. Your mouth is salivating at the thought of the deli’s famous Philly cheesesteak and you’d love to escape the office for a celebratory meal, but you reluctantly eat your bagged lunch.

In the afternoon your willpower and productivity wane. You indulge in a piece of birthday cake, even though you told yourself you wouldn’t eat any. The afternoon stretches on and you find yourself struggling to focus. A small decision necessary to move a project forward seems incredibly hard to make and you spend much longer than you anticipated debating each choice. You finally make a choice and then quickly make a larger, more important and much more costly decision. On the way home from work, you hit the grocery store for a dozen items. You spend five minutes looking at all the canned tomato options and calculating which is the cheapest. After saving yourself eight cents on the tomatoes you don’t have the time or the energy to do the same for laundry detergent, so you end up quickly grabbing something that is familiar and missing the sale sign that could have saved you $3. By this point, your legs are tired and you can’t face the gym workout you’d planned to face. You’re starving too, so you grab some take-out because it’s too late to go home and cook now, even though you just went to the grocery store. The rest of your evening, one you planned to use for some small projects around the house, devolves into a night of zoning out in front of the television.

We make hundreds of small and big decisions every day. What to eat, what to wear, when to leave, and what brand of toothpaste to buy are all relatively small choices, but each one depletes your ability to make subsequent decisions. Every single choice, big or small, saps some of your energy for the next choice—which is why by late afternoon or early evening, you are ready to throw in the towel on any grand plan you had when the day started. You’re ready to spend more money than you intended buying things you’re not sure you need and to eat two slices of cake when you promised yourself you would have none.

Decision-making depletes your willpower. In the book Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest Human Strength, authors Roy Baumeister and John Tierney describe researchers who tested the willpower of two different sets of college students by placing the students’ hands in ice-cold water. One set of students kept their hands in the water for an average of twenty-eight seconds and the other set of students kept their hands in for an average of sixty-seven seconds. The students who held their hands in the freezing water longer had just spent time contemplating, not deciding on, sets of products, whereas the low-willpower group of students had just spent time choosing between products, deciding which ones they wanted more. The experiment confirms the willpower-depleting nature of making decisions.

This loss of willpower from making many decisions is called “decision fatigue” and it’s one of the best reasons to streamline your life and home with minimalism. The minimalist life turns those small decisions into routines or eliminates them completely. The Do Less attitude allows you to save that precious willpower for doing the wonderful big and small things you want more of in your life. There are lots of easy, small ways to reduce decision fatigue, such as:


	Bring coffee from home every morning and use the energy usually reserved for resisting the croissants displayed at the café register for that challenging work project.

	Wear the same series of outfits Monday through Friday and never deliberate over what to wear to work again. Use that decision-making energy to get yourself out the door to an evening yoga class or to that book reading you’ve been meaning to attend.

	Research three options and then buy one. We often overwhelm ourselves with decision fatigue when we have to buy something. Instead of looking at every item on the shelf, examine three options and then choose one from that much smaller list. This works for buying anything from a pair of jeans to dishwasher detergent.



The scary and awesome side of decision fatigue is that it affects both decisions that are worth one dollar and those that are worth thousands of dollars. When you reduce the choices in your life with minimalism, you free up willpower for the things that have a big impact on your life.

Actually Use Your Beautiful Things

The Home section of this book is a practical guide for decluttering your physical space. You can expect a revealing and sometimes emotional journey as you follow the steps to rid clutter from each room of your home. First, you’ll ask yourself, how did I get this much stuff? All of us are shocked when we truly realize how much we have. Second, why am I not using some of this stuff? One of the tenets of a minimalist life is to only have things that you use regularly. This doesn’t mean you have to get rid of luxuries—instead, it means you’ll now be sipping a spritzer from your wedding crystal on a boring Wednesday night and wearing your prized cashmere sweater weekly.

Beautiful things should be used and seen. If something is far too precious to be used for its intended purpose, what is the point of owning it? What is the point of storing it and caring for it if it’s not useful? Embrace everyday luxury, and if an item breaks or is ruined, celebrate that you got more out of it than you would have if you kept it in a closet for years.

Clutter Is a Result of Forgetting Yourself

Have you ever looked through your closet or cabinets and wondered, why did I ever buy that? Often, clutter is the result of good intentions gone wrong. Perhaps you’re a jeans and T-shirt person but decided, at the influence of a friend with drastically different taste than your own, to buy a few pieces of clothing in a style you aren’t really comfortable wearing. The clothes end up languishing in your closet after you’ve worn them once. Or you buy some home gym equipment that’s on sale, thinking that you’ll start working out at home. The gym equipment gets little use because you actually like working out with a buddy or playing team sports. That set of barbells was for someone else’s life, not yours. That’s how you end up with closets, drawers, and garages filled with good—but misguided—intentions.

It’s easy to stumble into clutter if you forget your own unique likes and loves. Instead of embracing and celebrating what you truly like, you get distracted by what you think you should like. Magazines, Pinterest, and our peers all inundate us with styles and DIY projects and the latest crafting craze. As you sift through all the pictures and blog posts and knitting patterns, you start to think that you’re supposed to do and buy all this stuff. You accidentally brainwash yourself into hobbies you don’t really like and clothes that don’t suit your lifestyle or your body.

It’s so easy to forget who you truly are when you are constantly watching and reading the highlights and glories of everyone else.


	Facebook status updates from a destination you don’t even want to go to make you pine for more travel, even though you’re a happy homebody.

	A friend with makeup skills and a love of lipstick makes you feel inferior with your natural touch-of-mascara look.

	Attending a precisely executed gourmet dinner party makes you run out and buy a cheeseboard and matching cheese knives, even though you mostly have people over for casual barbecues and the most exotic cheese in your house is marbled cheddar.



You forget who you are. You forget what’s important to you, what makes you smile, what your talents and gifts are.

If you want to Do Less, you need to remove the ideas and dreams you took on because you thought they were the right things to do, instead of the right things for you. There really is enough time and space and energy in your day to do what you want to do. The trick is not to fill your time with things you think you should be doing. If something doesn’t feed your soul or your family, it shouldn’t get your money and it definitely shouldn’t get your time. Minimalism will help you recapture yourself.

If You Can’t Use It, Let Someone Else

You probably keep things for “someday” when you think you’ll have time or the need to use them: the boxes of home décor in the attic, the skis that haven’t been touched in six years, the silicone baking cups still in their package. You buy things hoping that they’ll be a catalyst for change, dreaming that a shoe rack will keep your hallway clear or a pie tin will inspire you to bake more pies … but in the end, many of the things you buy to simplify your life end up cluttering it. Your good intentions linger in cupboards and attics and never get used. The good news? Someone else can use all those things sitting around unused in your home.

As you change how you think about what you own and how much you really need, you can let go of unused things and let someone else use them. If you already have enough to keep your home running, to wear to work, to cook a meal with, to entertain yourself with, why do you need all those things that you aren’t using? Lots of people out there will burn those candles, read those books, and wear those silk dresses. In fact, your clutter can:


	Be sold in thrift stores, where the proceeds help local charities.

	Help a family that has lost everything to rebuild.

	Earn cash at a garage sale or on eBay to help boost household income.



Your clutter can be used for good, and that’s so much better than letting it gather dust.

Someday Is Not Today

One of the main reasons we keep things we don’t use or need is we think someday we’ll need them. Someday you’ll mountain bike again. Someday you’ll actually get that vintage dress repaired and tailored and wear it to a winter cocktail party. Someday you’ll wear those clothes that don’t fit right now and someday you’ll read that book and someday you’ll finish that quilt you started in high school.

If you add up all the things in your home that you think you will use for a someday activity, you’ll see that it would be impossible to use them all. You’ll also see that if you packed your life with all these someday activities, you’d have no time or space for the things you love right now. Your home should contain only the things that you use today and now.

If you give something away that you need again “someday,” you can buy it or borrow it. It’s that simple. We’ll talk more about strategies for sentimental clutter and ideas for simplifying each area of your home in the Home section.
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