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Introduction

A four-bedroom house with a fenced-in yard. Three different strollers. Stuffed animals that sing, light up, and promise to make your three-month-old sleep through the night. A closet full of tiny, coordinated outfits. (With shoes.) Music and swim classes.

Oh, the massive amount of stuff that they say you need to buy and do for a new baby. Or do you?

It’s time to cut through the avalanche of gear and activities and remember what’s most important: quality time with your baby. How can you get more of that? With minimalist parenting. Resist the temptation to have more, do more, and buy more, and you’ll find yourself feeling free. You’ll have more money, less stress, and more time, thanks to your streamlined efficiencies. Being a minimalist parent gives you the time and energy to be more engaged with your kids, more intentional in your actions, and more focused on your family’s happiness and well-being.

I know you can live with less because I do it with my family. My blog, The Minimalist Mom at www.theminimalistmom.com/blog/, started as a place for me to document my family’s journey to a minimalist lifestyle. After my first son was born, I bought every gadget, swaddle, and toy in hopes that it would make my baby sleep more and bring some peace to our tired lives as parents of a newborn. None of it lived up to the promises on the box—and all of it created more for me to tidy, clean, and pay for. I was supposed to be enjoying parenthood and my beautiful new baby, but instead I was managing all the stuff accumulating in our home. Add in that we were in $80,000 of nonmortgage debt, and I was a very stressed-out new mom.

Then I heard about minimalism; about letting go of things and living smaller; having more time instead of buying more stuff. I didn’t want to sell everything and live out of a backpack, but could I take the tenets of minimalism and apply them to my conventional life? I loved the idea of less, but I also loved having a couch and a dining room table, and even a few sweet but impractical outfits for my baby. I took the plunge and donated, sold and recycled five carloads worth of housewares, electronics, clothing, and furniture. The result: less debt and stress and more time and space. We were out of nonmortgage debt in two short years. I felt less rushed, and it was easier to handle the inevitable and normal baby tears and rough sleep patches.

Since then, we’ve added two more children to our family. One of the best things we learned through minimalism is to forget about what other families are doing, or have, and instead zero in on what brings the best value and makes our life easiest. We have the money to hire great babysitters and the occasional cleaner because we don’t buy a lot of things and we live in a small home with a modest mortgage payment. Minimalism continues to be one of the greatest gifts I have given both my family and myself.

This is a book about making the tough job of parenting easier by simplifying. Less stuff, more help. This is a book about being intentional about all that baby gear and not getting swept up in the tide of buying more new stuff at every turn. This is a book about figuring out what you really need instead of automatically buying what you can easily do without.

When you guard your space, money, and time when you have children, you’ll simplify a lot of the challenges that new parents face. And when you make things simple, you make life a bit easier, a bit slower, and a lot more enjoyable.


What Is Minimalist Parenting?

“In the tapestry of childhood, what stands out is not the splashy, blow-out trips to Disneyland but the common threads that run throughout and repeat: the family dinners, nature walks, reading together at bedtime, Saturday morning pancakes.”

—Kim John Payne

Many of us live in houses that are larger than we actually need . . . yet it rarely seems that way. Why? Because we own so much stuff! People buy fives times as much clothing now as they did in the 1980s. Our homes are filled with gadgets, décor, abandoned art projects, forgotten sports equipment, and clothing we bought four years ago and still haven’t worn. In short, we have a lot of stuff. Then, you have a baby and the amount of stuff seems to quadruple. Minimalist parenting is a way out of that never-ending quest to get more, bigger, larger.

The Problem with “More”

We have so much stuff because things are cheap and easy to acquire today. We have credit cards and same-day delivery, and it’s all too easy to go to the store for a few things and bring home a cool stroller along with the bread and milk. We buy it thinking it will make life easier or more enjoyable, but does it? The more we buy, the more we have to pay for, clean up, repair, and maintain. That item we bought to entertain us or make life simpler ends up gathering dust or breaking or we lose interest and move on to the next new product that sells the same promise.

You can no longer pack all of your belongings, and your kids, in a covered wagon for a cross-country move; the idea of squeezing everything we own into a minivan or SUV is preposterous, and yet, that was once the norm. More is now convenient and cheap and the answer to struggles big and small. But more often just creates more: more work, more stress, more to look after, more to do, more to pay for, more to clean. Unless we’re talking about free and fantastic childcare, more certainly doesn’t make parenting a new baby easier.

Benefits of Minimalist Parenting

This book is about making life easier when you have a new baby. Easier, when you have a tiny being to take care of, is about simplifying your schedule, home, and lifestyle as much as possible. Minimalist parenting is about removing things you don’t need—extra payments, clutter, an overscheduled social calendar—and enjoying the money, time, and space they leave behind.

There are myriad reasons to adopt principles of minimalist parenting. Here are some of the most rewarding benefits.

More Intentional Parenting

So much of parental stress and its outcroppings (limited patience, shouting matches you later regret, tardiness, and so on) arise from having too much stuff in your house and too many places to go. When you remove some of those obstacles (by decluttering your house or removing a few obligations from your calendar), your parenting style can align with your intentions. No parent enjoys battling for a clean playroom, so make that battle easier by putting less in the playroom to begin with. When you live with less, your parenting techniques and behavior will change too.

Better Financial Outlook

When you live with less, you save money. It’s that simple. Turn an underused room into a nursery; buy a swing that’s also a bouncy seat and does double the work; take a free baby music class at your local library instead of the pricey, private place across town. These choices all affect your family’s bottom line.

Less Stress

The more you have going on in your life, the more you have to worry about. How will you ever keep your four-bedroom house clean? How can you make it from work to 6 P.M. daycare pickup with all this traffic? Is your baby awake at 3 A.M. because his swaddle isn’t comfortable enough? Should you try one of the other six swaddles you have instead?

The list is endless. Simplify your life and you’ll reduce stress. You won’t be juggling as many things, and you’ll learn that not all the balls have to be in the air at once to raise a happy family.

Confidence in Your Choices

Should we try to go on a big vacation like our neighbors just did? Do we really need a big SUV once the baby arrives? Is the small second bedroom too small for a baby? You’ll face dozens of questions as you enter parenthood. Minimalist parenting gives you a philosophy to guide you and the confidence to make decisions that are best for your life and your family. No more worries about what your friends are doing or what your parents say when you tell them you’ve decided to use a portable crib in the corner of your master bedroom instead of outfitting and decorating a nursery. Deciding to live with less stuff, to prioritize your time over things, offers a new level of contentment and easy answers when people inevitably offer advice or question your choices.

More Free Time

Time is finite and nothing makes that clearer than adding a baby to your family. Adopting some minimalist parenting tactics can actually give you more time in your day. That’s more time for your baby, for yourself, and for your spouse. Instead of spending your evenings sorting baby clothing, or cleaning up a sea of toys, you can give that time to what really matters to you: family, hobbies, your career, or more sleep!

Use Minimalist Parenting to Align Your Life with Your Values

One tenet of minimalist parenting is to really think about where you are devoting your time, money, and space. Often, our values aren’t in alignment with our actions, and that imbalance creates more stress in your life.

What do you value most? The first answer people often give to this question is family. Saying you value family is an easy answer, of course, but is it really what you value most in your actions? If you value family above all, how do you align that value with how you spend your time and money? A person who values their family above all may spend more on housing so that she can live closer to her job, saving her an hour of commute time each day. Then, she can spend that hour with her family—eating dinner together, playing a board game, reading a bedtime story. Unfortunately, many of us make different choices—ones that aren’t in line with valuing family above all else.

If you value health, do you work four days a week instead of five, taking a pay cut and living simply, so that you can train for an Ironman triathlon? If education is a big priority for you, do you contribute to an education savings plan for your children and volunteer at a local high school as a tutor?

Take some time to think about what you value and how you spend your time and money on these things. It can be a tough question. We may often look through our cash outflow and see that most of what we spend is on housing, transportation, and stuff. We may look through our time and see that our week is mostly made up of long days at work with time in the car and evenings spent watching television. The hobbies or passions that align with our values are just random blips on the few weekends that aren’t stolen by housework or catching up on projects for the day job. Minimalism helps your values reclaim their top spot in your life. When you have more time, money, and space to devote to the things you love most, you’ll find yourself happier and more fulfilled.

Make a Values List

Make a list of your values and identify the time and money you invest in them. It could look as simple as the following two examples.

Value List Example #1


	
Career. I’m investing tuition, money, and time to take a project management certification course that will make me a candidate for advancement.

	
Time outdoors. I spend weekends skiing and take camping vacations.

	
Nutrition. I buy organic produce and locally raised meat. I rarely eat out and mostly cook at home.



Value List Example #2


	
Family. I’m using savings to extend my parental leave and recently took a job with a four-day workweek, and a pay cut, so I could help my aging parents more.

	
House. We purchased a fixer-upper in a neighborhood we love and spend a lot of our weekends, and money, renovating it.

	
Reading and books. I have a big library in my home, buy several new books a month, and spend a lot of my free time reading.



It’s easy to let your values be obscured by the dominant values in your social circle or community. You may value work freedom above all else but end up turning down that flexible work-from-home job because you feel the pressure to be in a well-paid career-advancing job. You may value community engagement and volunteering, but once you moved to the suburbs, you just couldn’t participate in that teen mentoring program that met in the city once a week. If you highly value something, it should show in how you align your living and spending so you can support and do that very thing.

Aligning Values and Parenting

New parents usually have a harsh and fast indoctrination in spending time and money that align with their values. After a few nights of very little sleep, they realize that above all, above watching another episode of a television show, socializing, or even having a newly remodeled kitchen, they will spend and do whatever they need to for six uninterrupted hours of sleep.

This is not a call to deprive yourself of every luxury, big and small, but rather to rethink those luxuries and pick out the ones that give you the best value for your time and money. So perhaps you purchase the fancy coffee only twice a week because you really value your relationship and want to hire a babysitter once a month to go out on a date.

There is often a burst of motivation and will when a first child is born. I will never eat fast food again. I will give up that occasional cigarette for good. I will start eating a proper breakfast instead of a PowerBar and coffee on the train into work. New parents may find themselves overwhelmed with motivation to take better care of themselves, to save more money so they can provide for this new bundle down the road, and they may even give up some of their more selfish hobbies in order to be present and engaged parents. Parenthood can inspire big changes to align your resource spending with your values: use that motivation. It may not be the right time to, say, move you and your four-week-old baby from the city to the country to start an organic dairy farm, but it could be the right time to start tracking finances, sticking to a budget, or getting into the habit of eating dinner with your spouse every night.

What Type of Minimalist Parent Are You?

Becoming a minimalist parent isn’t an all-or-nothing venture—you can approach it in degrees and customize your choices based on your family’s needs, location, and preferences. To help you decide how to tailor your approach, I’ll show you three types of minimalist families throughout the book: Beginner, Intermediate, and All-In. Each one practices minimalism, just in varying degrees.


	
Beginner: The Beginner minimalist family is starting to dabble in some low-risk minimalism. They’ve adopted a few simple living hacks that can give them more time and save them some money. For example, they might purchase most of their baby gear new, but look for secondhand versions of a couple of high-cost items. They aren’t ready to downsize their living space, but they declutter and prioritize only the baby gear items they truly need to keep their home streamlined.

	
Intermediate: This minimalist family has taken some significant steps to living more simply. At times, they still like to indulge in spots they’ve prioritized. They may have taken on one more radical thing, like going without a car or staying with the baby in their one-bedroom with den apartment, but they also enjoy some luxuries, like a premium stroller and hiring some extra help for weeks after the baby arrives.

	
All-In: As the name implies, the All-In family embraces as many facets of minimalism as possible. They may have a big end goal in mind, like early retirement, or they may live in a city with a very high cost of living. This all-in tactic could also be a temporary approach to slashing debt or living off one income while a spouse is finishing school.



Throughout the book, you’ll see how each family approaches some of the major decisions, such as living space, baby gear, clothes, and time management. You might find that one of these family types closely matches all of your preferences, or you might find that you’re a Beginner when it comes to housing but All-In when it comes to gear. Any approach will work! Do what works best for your family. Any and all steps you take toward living simpler will pay off. Let’s get started.


Home

“The question of what you want to own is the question of how you want to live your life.”

—Marie Kondo

If you’re feeling the pressure to upsize your home before the baby arrives, resist. You don’t have to commit to your small space forever, but with some creativity and a bit of decluttering, most families can make their small home livable for many years. In this chapter, we will examine how to rightsize your home and its contents to make life easier with a young baby. We will look at several different home and lifestyle choices and how to maximize simplicity, whether you live in a 3,000-square-foot home or a 600-square-foot apartment. Sometimes the easiest way to rightsize is to stay right where you are and maximize the space you have, so you’ll learn some easy ways to declutter your home before the baby arrives. We’ll also tackle baby’s room—how much space do you really need for a nursery (actually, do you need one at all?), and how should you furnish it? Get ready to think differently about your living space from top to bottom.

Leave your preconceived ideas of what a family home looks like behind in this chapter. Open your mind to think a bit differently: the rewards—time, money, even sleep—are too big not to. First, let’s discuss what a substantial impact your housing costs have on your life and finances.
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