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The Tools You Need
To Conquer Clutter
and Create the Life
You Want


To all those who—
after looking at their stuff
and screaming “It’s all too much”—
have embraced the idea that less is more and,
in decluttering and getting organized,
have created amazing new lives.
Thank you.
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Clutter stops us from living in the present.

Clutter makes us forget what is really important.

Clutter robs us of real value.

Clutter steals our space.

Clutter monopolizes our time.

Clutter takes over.

Clutter jeopardizes our relationships.

Other people’s clutter robs us of opportunities that should be ours.

Clutter denies us peace of mind.

Clutter erodes our spiritual selves.

At the end of the day, clutter makes us forget what’s really important.



Part I



My Beautiful House
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Conquering Clutter

WE TOOK A JOURNEY TOGETHER in It’s All Too Much where I introduced you to a systematic program that I developed from my years as a clutter expert, going into hundreds of homes and seeing firsthand the challenges that we all face in living the fast paced, hectic lives that seem to have become the norm for so many. With this workbook I will give you the tools you need to maintain a clutter-free life and to be sure that you will change your relationship with stuff for the long haul—daily, weekly, monthly, and for the rest of your life.

This workbook should be your companion as you work to declutter your personal spaces and your life. It will become the place that you write down your vision for the home you want to live in as a reflection of your values, goals, and dreams. It will help you track your progress and be a place where you can take an inventory of what you are holding on to (perhaps for the wrong reasons); what you are surrounding yourself with on a daily basis; and what you can let go of to make room for the life you want.

I’m sure you have made great progress by doing the work I outlined for you in It’s All Too Much and you should be proud of what you have accomplished. Please keep in mind that sometimes a first round of decluttering isn’t enough. A few months later you’ll look at the same stuff you thought you couldn’t throw out and realize that you haven’t touched it since your last cleanup. It takes a while to get used to the idea that if you don’t use it, if it’s not part of your life, if it doesn’t serve your goals, then it is just a waste of space.

In this workbook we are going to put a laser-like focus on where your problem areas may be lurking. You know what I mean—the stack of shoe boxes in the back of the closet, the storage containers in the basement stuffed with things you’ve carried with you since college, the expensive sweater you’ll wear when it fits again—someday. We’re going to pull all of these things out into the light of day and, like the space and energy vampires they are, they will be vanquished. Sometimes we can look without really seeing what’s there. My hope for this workbook is that you will use it to create the habits (daily, weekly, monthly) that will help keep you clutter free for life.

Remember, your home is where you live, breathe, rest, love, eat, and create and there should be ample space and room to serve those needs.

In It’s All Too Much we looked at how clutter gets in the way of living the lives we’re meant to live. Because you have this workbook in your hands, I know you are ready to dig deeper (literally) and get rid of the stuff that is getting in your way. Some of the work in It’s All Too Much may have gone smoothly for you; other parts were probably a little more challenging. Give yourself a pat on the back for what you have achieved by your work so far. I know you are ready now to take a closer look at what is around you and see the areas that really need your attention.

CLUTTER QUESTIONS

You are not going to be graded on your answers to the following questions. They are designed to get you thinking about the current state of your home and plant the seeds for how you would like to see it change:

Do you feel comfortable having people visit your home?

________________________________________________________

Do you need to clear off the kitchen counter to prepare a meal?

________________________________________________________

Are the small appliances that you rarely, if ever, use on the counter or in a cupboard?

________________________________________________________

Could you have a party without cleaning up first?

________________________________________________________

Do you have a stash of plastic bags that seems to grow daily?

________________________________________________________

Do your clothes fit in your closet?

________________________________________________________

Do all of your clothes fit you?

________________________________________________________

Do you regularly misplace your car keys or checkbook?

________________________________________________________

Can you work at your desk?

________________________________________________________

Where are this month’s bills?

________________________________________________________

Are last month’s bills paid and the relevant paperwork filed away?

________________________________________________________

If you had to do your taxes right now, could you find the relevant papers?

________________________________________________________

When was the last time you used your dining room table for dining?

________________________________________________________

Do you have to remove laundry, toys, and/or children to get to your bed?

________________________________________________________

How many magazines do you have in the house? Where are they?

________________________________________________________

How many catalogs do you have in the house? Where are they?

________________________________________________________

Where is the remote control for the TV, DVD, CD player, game console?

________________________________________________________

Are books, DVDs, CDs, video games threatening to take over your family room?

________________________________________________________

Is there laundry waiting to be put away?

________________________________________________________

Is there a box (or two) somewhere that you never unpacked from your last move?

________________________________________________________

Did you unpack all of your wedding gifts? Are you using them?

________________________________________________________

Do you have any of your belongings in storage?

________________________________________________________

When was the last time you went to the storage facility? Do you even remember what you are storing?

________________________________________________________

Are you using the top of the television as a shelf?

________________________________________________________

Is your floor clear of papers, toys, magazines, newspapers, shoes, clothes?

________________________________________________________

On any given day, what is the state of the bedrooms in your house?

________________________________________________________

How about your dining room and your kitchen? _____________________

________________________________________________________

What does your garage look like? Can you use it to park your car?

________________________________________________________

In the following pages you will be making lists, writing down thoughts, feelings, and ideas, cataloging your possessions, and figuring out what’s truly important and what holds meaning for your life. But the answers to the questions above will help you figure out which areas of your home should be the first ones you work on clearing out.

If you know anything about me you know that I believe the problem behind clutter isn’t the stuff itself but how we think about our stuff and what we do, or don’t do, about it that causes problems. Everyone has an excuse for how their home got into its present state: from not enough space to not enough time to not enough help. I’ve heard them all and have found that most people choose to mislabel their excuses as reasons. The reason I can’t clean up is ______________. You call it a reason, I see an excuse. Words can be powerful. What we say to ourselves repeatedly we come to believe. However, if we speak back to the excuse, we can overcome it. The exercise below should be done for every room and every object that is cluttering your home and life.

KNOCKING OFF YOUR EXCUSES

Excuse #1 “I might need it one day”

Excuse Buster: “If I can’t use it today, right now, for who I am in the life I am living, I don’t need it. (‘Just in case’ keeps me from living in the present!)”

List here the things you “might need some day” and why you might need them. As you look at each item, say the Excuse Buster (yes, out loud) and see how it can change how you feel about the item.

_____________________               _____________________

_____________________               _____________________

_____________________               _____________________

Excuse #2 “It’s too important to let go.”

Excuse Buster: “If it is so important, then I must give it the honor and value it deserves (or let it go).”

List here the things that are “too important to let go” and why they are so important. As you look at each item, say the Excuse Buster (yes, out loud) and see how it can change how you feel about the item.

_____________________               _____________________

_____________________               _____________________

_____________________               _____________________

Excuse #3 “I can’t get rid of it—it’s worth a lot of money.”

Excuse Buster: “I’m paying dearly now for the space and energy it is taking up in my home.”

List here the things you’re holding onto because “it’s worth a lot of money” and also write down how much money you think each is really worth. Is it worth a lot because it’s an antique or priceless item? Or is it worth a lot of money because you paid a lot of money for it once but have not used it since? Be honest with your answers. As you look at each item, say the Excuse Buster (yes, out loud) and see how it can change how you feel about the item.

_____________________               _____________________

_____________________               _____________________

_____________________               _____________________

Excuse #4 “It’s not that I own too much stuff. It’s just that my house is too small.”

Excuse Buster: “I can’t magically make my house bigger but I can reduce the number of things in my house.”

You only have the space you have. If you are serious about your house being too small, write down why it is too small and the steps you can take to increase the size of your home or to acquire a new one. If, as I suspect, you are simply crowded out by stuff, write down the area(s) in your house that are most affected (these rooms are where you need to start the de-cluttering process).

My house is too small because ___________________________________.

________________________________________________________

One step I can take toward acquiring a new home is _________________.

________________________________________________________

One step I can take toward increasing the room in my home is ________.

________________________________________________________

My house feels smallest ________________________________________.

________________________________________________________

Excuse #5 “I don’t have the time.”

Excuse Buster: “I give time to what I most value; my home and the relationships it nurtures should not be last on the list.”

Time is a challenge, but how much time are you losing time by searching for keys, and bills, and clothes that fit, and clearing the kitchen counter before being able to cook. You know what I mean here.

Make a time commitment to your home and the life you want to live in it: Write down here how much time a day or a week you are willing to give to your home—then do it!

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________


	CLUTTER STEALS TIME FROM YOUR LIFE


	• How much time do you spend looking for your keys, or an unpaid bill, or the permission slip for your kid’s field trip?


	• Do you need to spend time clearing the kitchen counter just so you have a place to prepare meals? How about the kitchen or dining room tables—how long does it take to get them meal worthy? Or do you just give up and eat dinner in front of the TV?


	• Does listening to a favorite CD involve searching through your disorganized music collection?


	• Does setting up a place for your kids to make holiday decorations require moving piles and hunting fruitlessly for last year’s long-lost supplies?


	• Are your closets so crammed with clothes that you can’t find anything to wear?




Excuse #6 “I don’t know how it got like this.”

Excuse Buster: “The source of the clutter isn’t as important as committing to get rid of it.”

Understanding how clutter came to live in your home is helpful, but what’s important now is creating a clear plan and taking action to make it go away. Often it’s tough to get stated decluttering your home or personal space. Consider for a moment what resources you might try to commit to this process—a friend, a family member, a professional organizer, and— of course—this workbook. Write down one resource you have to help you clear out clutter and get organized.

________________________________________________________

Excuse #7 “It’s not a problem—my husband/wife/partner/child just thinks it is.”

Excuse Buster: “I won’t let clutter get between me and my relationships.”

One family member is a pack rat; the others are not. If you have been labeled the pack rat, while it may not bother you (although I’m not so sure that really is true) it is having an effect on the family and something needs to change. Write here the biggest complaint your husband/wife/partner/child has about you as if it were about someone else and try to see the situation through their eyes. Is there something you can change?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Excuse #8 “All this stuff isn’t mine. I’m just holding it for someone”

Excuse Buster: “If it’s not mine it goes back to where it belongs—pronto!”

Unless you are running a storage facility and getting paid for the privilege of holding onto other people’s stuff it needs to go. It can be hard to tell someone to get their stuff out of your house (especially since you meant well by offering to keep it for them). Your home exists to create the life you want, not to store items that someone else won’t take responsibility for.

First, make a list of things in your home that you’re storing for other people and how long you’ve been holding onto them.

Item:            Who I’m storing it for:                    How long it’s been in my home:

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Now, write down here what you will say when you email them or call them to come and get their things. Give them a time frame and tell them what you will have to do with it if they can’t pick it up.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Excuse #9 “It’s too overwhelming.”

Excuse Buster: “I will take one step toward decluttering and break the big task into small pieces that I can handle.”

You’ve taken the first step by honestly assessing the state of your home and committing to the decluttering program. Depending on the state of your home and the amount of clutter you are hoping to clear, this can be a big job. Sometimes it just gets to be overwhelming. If so, step back, take a deep breath, and give yourself a pat on the back for what you’ve already done. Then take a break. But don’t let a break last too long.

Excuse #10 _______________________________________________

Excuse Buster: ____________________________________________

Here’s where you get to fill in your own, particular excuse. Everyone who has clutter in their lives has a way of justifying it to themselves and to others. It’s not unusual. Look around you. Some people manage to create order instead of chaos. They’re not richer or less busy or better than you are. But they have made a clear, uncluttered home a priority in their and their family’s lives. You too can do this. Some part of you isn’t wholly satisfied with your life; otherwise you wouldn’t be reading this book. The rewards of decluttering will far exceed your expectations. You will feel stronger, happier, clearer, and freer. It’s time to quit making excuses. It’s time to live the life you imagine for yourself. You can do it!
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Your Home

THERE IS A REAL ESTATE EXPRESSION, “curb appeal,” which essentially means the first impression of a house as seen from the street. Forget about the clutter inside for a minute, and go out and take a look at the outside of your house. Seriously. Now! Go do it! Close your eyes and think back to the first time you saw this house. What did you imagine your life in this home would be like? I’ll venture a guess that overwhelming clutter and feeling stressed by that clutter were never part of your original dream.

While it may seem that getting organized is the answer to clutter, in reality the first step has nothing to do with “the stuff.” We start by first asking you to clarify what you want from your home and the life you live in it. Answering those key questions will get you started on making your home a true reflection of your vision, ideals, and values:

• What dream does your home represent to you?

________________________________________________________

• Is it fulfilling that dream?

________________________________________________________

• What do you want from your home?

________________________________________________________

• Why did you buy or rent your home in the first place?

________________________________________________________

• What most excited you about your home?

________________________________________________________

• What features most appealed to you? Are they still the same now that you’ve lived here awhile?

________________________________________________________

• How did you imagine your life in this home?

________________________________________________________

• How old were you when you bought your home?

________________________________________________________

• How big was your family when you moved into this home?

________________________________________________________

• Have family circumstances changed?

________________________________________________________

• How did it feel the first day you moved in?

________________________________________________________

• How long did that feeling last?

________________________________________________________

• Do you ever walk into any rooms of your house and have that “new home” feeling?

________________________________________________________

• Are there rooms you don’t go into—ever?

________________________________________________________

• How long have you lived in this home?

________________________________________________________

• Have you done work on the house or apartment? What kind? Why? Are you happy with the result?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

• Is there work that needs to be done now?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

• Why haven’t you done it?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

• What have you chosen to spend the money on instead?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

• Have you regularly maintained your home?

________________________________________________________

• When was the last time you washed the windows?

________________________________________________________

• Is your yard well maintained?

________________________________________________________

• How is the garage? Can you easily park your car in it?

________________________________________________________

• Is your home too big? Too small? Why?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

• If you could change anything about your home or your yard, what would it be?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

A home is an emotional and financial investment. If your home needs repairs but you are spending your money on stuff you don’t need and filling your home with clutter you are doing a disservice both to your family and your hard earned income. You shouldn’t have a leaky roof and a closet full of clothes with the tags still on them. By the same token, if


	EMOTIONAL BENEFITS


	When your space is neat, clear, and free from clutter, you’ll notice a change in the way you feel about your life and your relationships. Your rooms fulfill the functions you’ve chosen for them. Gathering places are comfortable for friends and family. Your bedroom is a romantic oasis. Enjoy the peace, pride, and satisfaction that come with living the life that you’ve chosen for yourself.




your house looks like a showplace on the outside, but a mess on the inside, you are not allocating your time and resources effectively to support your ideal home and create the life you want.

IMAGINE THE LIFE YOU WANT TO LIVE

Life is never perfect, but we all have unique visions of the lives we wish were ours. When clutter fills your home, not only does it block your space but it also blocks your vision.

Set aside some time to think about your ideal life. Be realistic here. I am not talking about suddenly marrying Prince William or starring in the next mega-blockbuster. I’m talking about a better life, but one that is within your reach. Do this in whatever way you best think through your problems: find a quiet moment to write ideas down, engage in some thinking time at the gym, schedule an hour in your planner to sit in solitude and think, or set aside time in bed before you fall asleep. The details may be slow in coming to your mind. This is not unusual but it is important to progress and worth the investment of some quiet time. The following questions may help you in thinking through what it is you want from the one life you have.

• How do you spend your time? What is a typical weekday and weekend day?

________________________________________________________

• How do you feel when you are at home?

________________________________________________________

• Does your home look the way you want it to look?

________________________________________________________

• Does your home feel like a home to you?

________________________________________________________

• How do you feel when you walk in the front door?

________________________________________________________

• How do you want to feel when you walk in the front door?

________________________________________________________

• How do family members feel when they come home? Don’t fill this in for them—ask them how they feel.

________________________________________________________

• How do they want to feel when they come home?

________________________________________________________

• What is it about your home that makes it uniquely yours?

________________________________________________________

• What does your relationship look like?

________________________________________________________

• What does your career look like?

________________________________________________________

• How do you interact with your family?

________________________________________________________

• Do you entertain? How often?

________________________________________________________

• What do you accomplish in your home?

________________________________________________________

• Do you see yourself as high-powered, successful, and on top of things?

________________________________________________________

• What does that look like?

________________________________________________________

• Where do you find peace in your home?

________________________________________________________

• Where do you play?

________________________________________________________

• Where do you handle practical issues like bills, work, or homework?

________________________________________________________

• Where is your sanctuary?

________________________________________________________

YOUR VISION OF YOUR IDEAL HOME

A tool called a vision board can help you to clarify and make concrete how you want to see your ideal home. You can make a vision board on a large sheet of paper, poster board, a bulletin board, or in a notebook. It will be a place where you collect images (cut or torn from magazines, newspapers, or you can draw them yourself) of how you imagine your home. (Note: if you pull a photo of a kitchen or couch out of a magazine, it doesn’t mean you must eventually have that exact kitchen or couch in your home. It’s what those images represent to you that counts.)

Your image board can include colors, textures, drawings, photographs, or words that describe your home. You can cut words from advertisements or make a list of your own. Think about using words that express the overall feel of your home like airy, open, inviting, modern, clean, or cozy. You can use paint chip cards or fabric swatches or wallpaper samples. The idea is to get the colors, textures, and feel of each room captured on your vision board. If you make it concrete and are clear about what you want then it is more likely to happen.

You can divide your vision board into sections for each room, or you can create a board for each room in the house. Remember, a family lives in this home and the entire family needs to come together to help the home achieve the vision you all have for it.

The kids can have fun with this project and create their own vision boards for their rooms or other rooms in the home. They may come up with something that resembles an electronics filled amusement park but it will give you an opportunity to talk with them about what the true purpose of a room is, the importance of what we surround ourselves with on a daily basis, and prioritizing how we spend our money and our time to create the spaces we live in.

Remember, the house is for the whole family so it’s essential to involve everyone at every step of the way. If people are involved in the process, they’ll be committed to the outcome. Here are some questions to consider as a family. Choose those that will get the whole family discussing what they want from your home and shared spaces.

• Do you like how your home looks?

________________________________________________________

• How would you describe your overall style (shabby chic, ultra modern, farmhouse, eclectic)?

________________________________________________________

• Is your style a conscious choice, or something that just happened?

________________________________________________________

• Is there a predominant color in your home? Do you love it?

________________________________________________________

• Does your furniture “match”?

________________________________________________________

• What does your master bedroom look like? What about the other bedrooms?

________________________________________________________

• How do you feel when you are in your bedroom?

________________________________________________________

• Is there room in your bedroom for you to sleep peacefully?

________________________________________________________

• Is your kitchen sleek and modern or classic and homey?

________________________________________________________

• How do you feel when you are in your kitchen?

________________________________________________________

• Is your living room lived in or a showplace?

________________________________________________________

• How do you feel when you are in your living room?

________________________________________________________

• Are the kids’ rooms stuffed to overflowing or is there room to grow?

________________________________________________________

• Are the kids comfortable? Do they complain about their space(s)?

________________________________________________________

• Does the front hallway welcome you when you arrive home after a tiring day?

________________________________________________________

• Do you have a handy place for keys, coats, mail, backpacks, etc.?

________________________________________________________

• Is your garage crammed to the rafters with everything but the car?

________________________________________________________

• Can your family gather for meals, fun, or relaxation without the interference of piles of junk?

________________________________________________________

• When was the last time you gathered for some family time?

________________________________________________________


	TIME BENEFITS OF BUSTING CLUTTER


	Gone are the minutes and hours spent cursing yourself or blaming the dog for eating your homework. When everything has a place, getting ready in the morning takes less time. You won’t be late. You won’t forget important dates or arrive at a meeting without critical papers. Tax time is a breeze (except for the check-writing part). You will feel more relaxed, confident, and in control. Your time belongs to you, not your stuff.




Once you have an image of what you’d like your life and your home to be, take a walk around the rooms in your home. Don’t worry, we’ll get to clearing out the clutter. For now I want you to practice a new way of looking at your stuff and your space. For each room in the house you will need to determine:

• How do I feel when I enter this room?

• How do I or my family members want to feel when we enter this room?

• What is this room’s function now?

• What is the function I want it to have?

• In order to serve its function, what furniture, contents, and open space should the room contain?

• Does each item in this room enhance and advance the vision I have for the life I want?

• What things in this room are standing in the way of my vision?


SEEING IS BELIEVING


Grab a pen. We are now going to go room by room and I want you to describe how each room is now and how you want it to be. This could be very hard work so you may want to break the work up into segments. Don’t forget to look at your vision board before each room so you have a clear image in your mind of your vision for that space.


	MASTER BEDROOM



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	Clothes on the bed

	Clothes in the closet, dresser, & hamper




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	KID’S ROOMS



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	Toys & clothes on the floor

	The floor!




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	FAMILY AND LIVING ROOMS



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	 

	Space to relax and enjoy movies, music,




	Books, bags, papers, toys

	and more




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	HOME OFFICE



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	Piles of papers

	Clear space to work; papers filed




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	KITCHEN



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	No place to prepare or eat food

	Clean counters




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	DINING ROOM



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	Books, toys, papers, games

	An inviting table




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	BATHROOM



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	Shampoos, soaps, products

	Stuff we really use




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	GARAGE



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	Tools everywhere

	Tools arranged so I can find and use them




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________



	BASEMENT



	What I see

	What I’d like to see




	 

	Open, clean shelves, with clearly identified




	Boxes of old stuff

	storage




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________




	_________________________

	_______________________





Anything you wrote in the “What I’d like to see” column becomes a goal for that particular room. Keep these mind as you go through the rest of the process in this workbook. Below is an even broader list of the goals for each room. Really be specific here and take your time. Our goal is to identify your ideal vision—and that takes time and honesty. Oh, and let’s be clear: This does not constitute an invitation to shop!

MASTER BEDROOM

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

KIDS’ ROOMS

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

FAMILY AND LIVING ROOMS

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

HOME OFFICE

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

KITCHEN

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

DINING ROOM

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

BATHROOM

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

GARAGE

Goal (What I’d Like to See)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

THE HARD QUESTIONS

The key question you should ask yourself when looking at the clutter that fills your home is: Does this item enhance and advance the vision I have for the life I want or does it impede that vision?
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