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To the incredible people in my life:
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Dee Williams, my tiny house hero.

My parents, who have been a constant source of strength, wisdom, and support.

Thank you for inspiring me every day. I couldn’t do this without you.
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Gratitude

One of the reasons I’m writing this book is because of an article written by Stephanie Rosenbloom that appeared in the New York Times business section. My husband, Logan Smith, and I were featured in the article and as a result received a lot of media inquiries. In addition, I was approached by a number of literary agents about writing a book. Writing a book has always been a dream, and I’m thankful that Stephanie happened to Google “simplicity and happiness” and subsequently navigated her way to my blog, RowdyKittens.com.

As Dennis Waitely, a speaker and writer, once said, “Happiness cannot be traveled to, owned, earned, worn or consumed. Happiness is a spiritual experience of living every moment with love, grace and gratitude.” With that said, books are not created without a lot of support and encouragement. I couldn’t have written this book without the remarkable people mentioned below. I’m extremely grateful for all of their efforts, both large and small.

I’m indebted to my incredible literary agent, David Fugate. He believed in this project from the beginning and was instrumental in helping me shape the ideas presented here. I appreciate David’s help, patience, and support.

A huge thanks goes to Jason Gardner, my editor, and the whole team at New World Library. Jason has a keen editorial eye, and he consistently pushed me to do better. I’ve grown as a writer thanks to his help and encouragement.

Several people served as my cheerleading team as I wrote this book, including Chris O’Byrne, Courtney Carver, Jolie Guillebeau, Dee Williams, and Michelle Jones. They all provided valuable guidance and encouragement when I hit bumps in the road and started to doubt my ability to finish this project.

My family has been a tremendous source of my happiness. I wouldn’t be writing today if it weren’t for my parents. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to my mom, Kathy, who spent ten years as a single parent, working and raising me. My mom has been an incredible source of inspiration to me, and I love her with all my heart. She met my stepdad, Mahlon, at a pivotal time in my life. Over the years, he was a constant source of wisdom, strength, and support. Sadly, he passed away a few weeks before this book went to print. He was loved and will be missed. My dad, otherwise known as Stormin’ Norman, has constantly challenged my ideals by asking hard questions about my life choices.

To all the amazing individuals who let me interview them for this book — thank you. This book wouldn’t be the same without your stories.

Another huge thanks goes to the readers of RowdyKittens.com! Thanks for sticking around for the past four years. I’m deeply appreciative of every click that comes my way and every heartfelt comment that’s been left on the blog. Thank you for your support!

Last, but not least, a huge thank you goes to my husband, Logan. I could not have written this book without his constant pep talks and willingness to listen when my confidence faltered. I never imagined that I’d find true love in a bar or get married, but I did. And I couldn’t ask for a better best friend and life partner.




INTRODUCTION

Rethinking Normal

Compared to what we ought to be, we are only half awake.

— WILLIAM JAMES

Have you ever experienced a turning point? Where the tide beneath your feet completely shifts and you start thinking in a brand-new way? On December 31, 2007, I experienced a turning point — an idea that caused me to wake up out of a deep haze. It all started with a short YouTube video featuring Dee Williams. In the video, Dee talked about the idea of downsizing, or what she called “smart-sizing herself,” and why she decided to build a small, cozy dwelling on wheels.

After watching the video, I became completely intrigued by the idea of simplifying my life, and subsequently I read other articles about Dee and her little house. In one article, she described a trip she took to Guatemala to help build a school. When she returned home she realized there was a lot of stuff in her life she simply didn’t need. In a small zine called The Little House Dee described her trip by saying, “I met some incredible people. They were generous and kind and very, very poor. They didn’t have running water or electricity in their houses. They cooked outside and shared a bathroom with their neighbors. And still they seemed happy. . . at least, they made our work fun and helped me feel happy.” When Dee returned to Portland, Oregon, she sold her “big house” and decided to downsize dramatically by building her own tiny, 84-square-foot home on wheels, a dwelling similar in size to the homes she saw in Guatemala.

Dee’s story resonated with me on a number of levels. She was the kind of person I wanted to be; she prioritized what was most important in life, like building strong relationships, giving back to her community, and doing what she loved for a living. She wasn’t focused on the acquisition of material goods and was authentically living her ideals. Most of all, she seemed happy.

Dee’s story inspired me to go small and start thinking big. After reading a lot of blogs and books focused on simple living, my husband, Logan, and I decided to start downsizing our living space. We gave away most of our belongings. Interestingly, the more we gave away, the better we felt. Happiness researchers call this a “helper’s high,” in which helping others through volunteering or giving reduces stress and releases endorphins.

Prior to this turning point, I had been living a “normal life” and I wasn’t happy. Logan and I were thirty thousand dollars in debt, living paycheck to paycheck, and felt stuck in a rut. Something had to change, especially if we wanted to make our dreams a reality.

As I was doing background research for this book, I wondered what a “normal life” looked like in the United States. I discovered some very disturbing trends. For instance, in September 2011 the nation’s poverty rate rose to 15.1 percent — its highest level in seventeen years. According to the US Census Bureau, household income declined between 2009 and 2011, and the number of people without health insurance increased. In September 2011, National Public Radio reported, “Income declined for just about everyone — surprisingly — at a faster rate overall than it did in 2008, when the recession was in full swing.” In addition, a variety of reports indicate the average American carries over eight thousand dollars in credit card debt and has 6.5 credit cards. Like many Americans, Logan and I had good intentions — we wanted to pay down our debt, improve our health, and contribute to our community. Until we made a shift in our lifestyle, none of these things would happen.

Living simply enabled us to make our dreams a reality. The lifestyle changes we made improved our marriage and relationships with friends and family members. For instance, by selling both our cars, we’ve lost weight — we get around by bicycle now — and we aren’t worried about earning enough money to pay for our cars every month. Instead, we used the money we would have spent on car payments to pay down debt.

Where We’re Going

In The Art of Non-conformity, Chris Guillebeau notes, “I adhere to a guru-free philosophy, I don’t claim to have all the answers.” I’m on the same page as Chris. I’m not a simplicity or happiness guru, and I don’t have all the answers. As an avid reader, I learn the most from stories. During the course of this book, I tell a lot of stories about my life and the lives of the people I interviewed. I provide “micro-actions” for putting the ideas into practice. In addition, I share a number of inspiring lessons I’ve learned along the way. Those lessons include:

•     Happiness comes from connecting to your community and building strong relationships.

•     Money can buy happiness, but it depends on how you spend it.

•     The excessive consumption of material goods won’t make you happy over the long run.

•     Learning to get more from less is one way to find happiness, reclaim your time, and live on your own terms.

•     Any kind of life change requires hard work, patience, and the willingness to be open to new perspectives.

Throughout this book, we explore these lessons in more detail. In essence, this book is an invitation to rethink your relationship with money, time, and stuff, to reconsider the things that make you happy. This book offers a different perspective, an outlook that encourages you to examine new ideas and options that are different from the norm.

The idea of living with less goes by several names and movements; a few are the simple living movement, the small house movement, voluntary simplicity, downsizing, and minimalism. The main idea behind them is to be intentional about your choices. For instance, to be part of the small house movement, you aren’t required to live in a certain-size tiny house. Moving to a small house might be your long-term goal, but you can be part of the community without doing so. Living with less is a life philosophy; it’s not about the number of things you own.

Life Is Short

During Christmas of 2010, I stumbled across some old letters from my great-aunt Mamie. Normally, I’m not sentimental about old letters. However, I was happy to find them hidden in my childhood closet.

When I started reading the letters, I got teary eyed because I miss my aunt tremendously. As I was reading, I started thinking about how she constantly challenged societal norms. My aunt lived simply and didn’t spend a whole lot of money on unnecessary stuff. In addition, she never married, had children, or owned a car. She loved to travel and took the bus and walked everywhere.

As a result, she was able to take long trips across the country, and she always wrote friends and family detailed letters about her adventures. For a woman who came of age during the Great Depression, these choices were unusual. The cultural norm dictated that she get married and have kids, not travel across the country or move from a small rural town in Washington to the big city of San Francisco.

Through her letters my aunt taught me about happiness, love, and the good life. In one of her letters, she described the seemingly mundane tasks of her everyday life, like watering the flowers, walking to the grocery store, and talking to her neighbors. Toward the end of the letter she wrote a few lines that surprised me. She said, “Remember, Tammy, life is short. Do what you love and help others, too. It’s natural to think you’ll be happy if you conform to the norm. I don’t think that’s true. It’s okay to be yourself. This is just a small reminder: Don’t lose track of your dreams.”

I originally received this letter during high school, and her words were what I needed to hear. I wasn’t happy and felt depressed because I didn’t have a boyfriend and wasn’t part of the “cool crowd.” I was looking for external validation to prove to myself that I was “normal.” Searching for that kind of validation doesn’t result in a whole lot of happiness, because no one is “normal.”

Yet, the messages you receive from advertisers tell a different story. When I watch television or see ads on the Internet, the messages tell me I need to buy a product to be happy and content and to fit in. Intuitively, I know this isn’t true, because happiness can’t be bought at the mall. However, advertising can be very persuasive.

Norman MacEwan, an author and scholar, once said, “Happiness is not so much in having as sharing. We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.” MacEwan’s quote echoes what my aunt Mamie was trying to get at in her letters. Like my aunt’s letters, this book offers alternative viewpoints and stories. I don’t want you to sleepwalk through life like I did. I want you to find your own version of happiness. Let’s get started!


PART 1

[   The Paradox of Stuff   ]




CHAPTER 1

Buying Things Will Not Make You Happy

People say we’re searching for the meaning of life.

I don’t think that’s it at all. I think that what we’re seeking is an experience of being alive.

— JOSEPH CAMPBELL

The metal hangers made a clicking noise as I browsed through the racks of suits. I was with my friend Lisa, and we were out shopping again on our lunch break. I didn’t have a lot of professional-looking clothes, and Lisa always looked stylish, so I enlisted her to help me revamp my wardrobe. Besides, shopping on our lunch break was the perfect opportunity to escape “campus.”

Campus was what corporate headquarters called our office. There were four huge buildings, and each unit held about four hundred people. The complex had no character and reminded me of a desert because the structures were so lifeless. On the surface it seemed like campus would be brimming with happy people. But that wasn’t the case. To escape the environment, Lisa and I would drive to the outlet mall for weekly shopping breaks.

The outlet mall wasn’t much better than campus. On the positive side, the mall walkways were lined with a little bit of shrubbery and bright flowers. Despite the bright flowers, the people at the outlet mall seemed to exude negative energy. Everyone was in a hurry. Especially during a sale — it was like being in the middle of an elephant stampede.

I was part of the herd, too, because I only had a limited amount of time to browse the racks. I had to be back in the cubicle forest by one o’clock at the latest. More often than not, I’d buy a cute blouse to go with my suit, and I’d always feel better afterward — at least temporarily. The high I got from my shopping trips didn’t last long. I was on what Sonja Lyubomirsky, in The How of Happiness, calls the “hedonic treadmill.” This isn’t the kind of treadmill that helps you get into shape. If you keep running on this treadmill, you’ll feel depleted and, more than likely, be saddled with a whole lot of debt and stress. For example, all the new outfits I bought at the outlet mall gave me momentary pleasure, but eventually I adapted to them and got bored with them. Essentially, I wasn’t getting a very good return on my investment. I always thought spending money on stuff would make me happy in the long run. However, I was wrong. Research on this topic tells a different story.

Knox College professor Tim Kasser writes in The High Price of Materialism that about 35 percent of Americans in 1957 described themselves as “very happy.” We haven’t reached that level since, and that’s surprising, especially since we’re making more money than ever and have a plethora of material goods in our homes. Even Americans who have plenty of material wealth aren’t as happy as you might think. According to the Happy Planet Index, conducted by the New Economics Foundation, the United States ranks 114 out of 143 countries measured. The Happy Planet Index survey is “an innovative measure that shows the ecological efficiency with which human well-being is delivered around the world. It is the first ever index to combine environmental impact with well-being to measure the environmental efficiency with which, country by country, people live long and happy lives.”

Countries like Costa Rica, Malta, and Malaysia, as well as most countries in Europe and all of Latin America, score above the United States. A likely reason for the relative poor performance of the United States is the misplaced emphasis on material wealth as an indicator of well-being.

Extensive research has linked unhappiness and negative emotions with a materialistic mindset. For instance, in 1976, researchers surveyed twelve thousand eighteen-year-old college freshmen and then measured their life satisfaction again at age thirty-seven. The students who expressed materialistic aspirations at age eighteen were less satisfied with their lives twenty years later.

Tim Kasser argues that “strong materialistic values are associated with a pervasive undermining of people’s well-being, from low life satisfaction and happiness, to depression and anxiety, to physical problems such as headaches and to personality disorders, narcissism, and antisocial behavior.” Kasser points out that these negative outcomes end up fueling more consumption — as was the case for me. In addition, materialistic people hold very high expectations for what their stuff can or should do for them. In short, materialism distracts us from two main facets in life that actually make us happy — strong relationships and doing work you love. The good news is that more and more people are forgoing materialism and choosing to live a simpler life.

Samuel Alexander and Simon Ussher, researchers at a think tank called the Simplicity Institute, conducted a multinational online survey about the voluntary simplicity movement in 2011. They analyzed data from 1,748 respondents who were asked why they chose to live with less and what reasons were behind their decision. Specifically, Alexander and Ussher wanted to see if this group was measurably happier with their own lives. Not surprisingly, the survey participants who voluntarily downsized their stuff, debt, and work commitments were indeed happier. The participants also pointed out that their decision to live simply wasn’t all about personal happiness. The group was motivated to simplify their lives because they wanted more time for family and friends, to pursue creative endeavors, and to volunteer in their community.

Overall, 87 percent of survey respondents said they “were happier living simply.” Alexander and Ussher pointed out that the “results do not ‘prove’ that living simply will make a person happier. They do show that the overwhelming majority of participants in this extensive study are notably happier for living more simply.” Of course, asking this group if they are “happier” is kind of like asking kids in a candy shop if they like sweets — they’re highly likely to say yes. However, the results are intriguing and suggest that opting out of mindless materialism is a good idea, especially when you consider the impact of a consumer-based mindset on kids.

Kathy’s Story: Growing Up with Material Wealth

While my mom waited at the top of the staircase, she would twirl her hair and gaze at old wallpaper that depicted a brown monkey jumping from tree to tree. This was part of her weekly routine as a child. She would tiptoe from her bedroom and sit at the top of the stairs waiting for her dad to get home. As she waited she was scared because it was well past her bedtime and getting caught meant she’d be in big trouble. Eventually, her Dad would come home, but she never had the courage to talk to him, which was probably a good thing, because her parents would inevitably start fighting about money.

My mom, Kathy Hettick, was born in 1948 and grew up in Loudonville, New York — a small community nestled in Albany. Her family had everything you could want or need, including boats, cars, a huge two-story house in Loudonville, and two homes on Lake George. From an outsider’s perspective, it looked as if her family had the perfect life.

I still remember the first time I saw her childhood home. My mom and I did a “drive-by” to check it out. The house was huge and reminded me of a movie set. Painted a light blue, with white shutters at the windows, it looked as if June Cleaver should be standing at the front door with a tray of cookies in her hand.

Every time we visited New York my mom explored her old stomping grounds. We’d drive by her childhood home and take a trip to Lake George and look around the now-defunct summer camp she’d attended. The big homes, the fancy cars, the country clubs, and even the Lake George camp for girls were long gone. Yet my mom could still transport herself into the past and revisit the good memories from her childhood, like her mom’s beautiful clothes and her dad’s sense of humor.

My mom described her mother, Mary Jane, as a “high-society lady, who looked a lot like Elizabeth Taylor.” She was tall, had huge blue eyes, and was always dressed perfectly. Mary Jane wore gloves, pearls, and formal three-quarter- or full-length dresses with a decorative trim. My grandfather Lance could have been a stunt double for Jackie Gleason, both in looks and with his bubbly sense of humor. He was a socialite and a businessman, and he loved being around people. Lance and Mary Jane basked in their money. They spent their leisure time playing golf, hanging out at country clubs, or at Lake George. As I talked with my mom about my grandparents, I asked her: “Do you think all of this material wealth made your parents happy? What about you? Were you happy as a kid?”

She told me, “In some ways yes, and in other ways no. Your grandparents drank a lot and fought about money all the time. I think they loved each other in the beginning, but their priorities differed, especially when it came to spending money on stuff and experiences.” As my mom explained, “I found this really upsetting, and it didn’t make me feel very happy. My basic needs were covered, but the only time I was truly happy as a kid was at summer camp. Going to summer camp and leaving the house saved my life. I think I would have gone crazy without some kind of outlet.”

My mom told me during another conversation that Grandpa Lance spent a lot of my grandmother’s inherited money. She had roughly a million dollars in a trust fund, which was funneled into Lance’s lumber business. My mom explained, “She felt like she was being taken advantage of because your grandfather would be out working all day, and he was rarely home for dinner. After work he would go out drinking at the country club and would flirt with the ladies. The alcohol fueled a lot of arguments over money and their marriage.”

My conversations with my mom about her childhood remind me of Madeline Levine’s research. She’s worked for decades treating unhappy kids and is an expert on how the media influences child development. In The Price of Privilege, she argues that “America’s newly identified at-risk group is preteens and teens from affluent, well-educated families.” She goes on to say, “In spite of their economic and social advantages, they experience among the highest rates of depression, substance abuse, anxiety disorders, somatic complaints, and unhappiness of any group of children in this country.” I can see a lot of parallels between the symptoms Levine describes and my mom’s childhood. For example, one of my uncles has struggled with alcoholism throughout his life. My mom noted, “After big parties at the lake house my brother cleaned up the mess. He picked up the glasses and drank the leftover booze. He was only twelve years old and that’s when his trouble with alcohol began.”

The biggest lesson I learned from my mom’s story is that growing up with a lot of money isn’t necessarily a ticket to a happy life. As a child my mom didn’t crave stuff; what she wanted was a strong connection with her parents. In essence, she wanted to be seen and heard.

Jenna’s Story: Less Is More

In contrast to my mom’s story, Jenna is an only child, and when she was young, her family didn’t have a lot of money. However, as Jenna pointed out, they “weren’t poor either.”

Jenna grew up in the suburbs outside Portland, Oregon, and her mom loved to shop. In fact, she shopped so much that she frequently overcharged her credit cards and bounced checks. Jenna never understood why her mom shopped so much, because she already had a lot of stuff. Most of her closets were packed with clothing, shoes, and luggage, and the bathroom cabinets were bursting with cosmetics.

Growing up, Jenna said, “I always felt like our house was dirty because stuff ended up being strewn about the house in big piles. The piles were endless — nothing was taken care of, and I had a hard time locating things that I used every day. For example, we never had pencils in the house. I know that sounds a little weird, but I needed pencils for homework and art projects. Everything seemed to get lost in my mom’s stuff, and it was frustrating. It’s not like my mom was a hoarder — she just wasn’t organized and had too much stuff.”

Jenna explained that she had a “good childhood,” but it was really hard listening to her parents constantly argue about money. She noted, “My parents tried to keep financial matters to themselves, but it was obvious there were problems. A lot of the problems stemmed from my mom’s shopping addiction. It seemed like we were always going through periods of boom or bust. We either had a little money or we were broke.”

As Jenna talked about her mom and dad’s financial problems, I thought about 2003, the year I got married. It was a good year, but I lived paycheck to paycheck, with so much student loan debt that I couldn’t catch up. Rather than saving money to pay it off, I would go to the mall for “shopping breaks.” I could relate to Jenna’s experience.

Toward the end of our conversation, Jenna expressed, “It was hard watching my parents struggle because of my mom’s shopping addiction. Despite their struggles, both of my parents were there for me. They gave me their time, love, and attention. I felt secure and loved — that’s all I really needed.”

I interviewed Jenna in July 2011, and I keep thinking about her comment because I believe most people want time, love, and attention from their friends and family. I know that’s what I want. Interestingly, by simplifying my life, I’ve gotten better at giving those things to others, and in turn I’ve gotten them back, which has made me a whole lot happier.

I’ve also discovered that there is no “one size fits all” approach to living simply. Concepts like minimalism, downsizing, voluntary simplicity, and even personal happiness mean different things to different people. And that’s okay.

Over the past seven years, I’ve developed my own definition of simple living and happiness. For me that means living without a car, getting rid of debt, living in a very small house, and keeping minimal personal belongings. My aim in this book is to help you develop your own definition of simple living and happiness.

In addition, I’ve deliberately avoided the wider social and political aspects of these choices. For some, living simply is an active political and environmental choice; it’s pursued as part of a larger belief in the need for societal change. While I agree with many of these social goals, I’m not a political pundit, and I have no interest in becoming one. My goal is to offer stories based on my experience and to provide new options for you to ponder. Does the idea of living more simply appeal to you? Does it inspire you to rethink your perspective and choices? If so, then how can you use your own unique skills and abilities to make a difference in your personal life and in your broader community? These are big questions that we each have to answer for ourselves. For myself, I put my political energy into my local volunteer work. I believe I help my community through my individual actions, as well as by being mindful of my behavior and striving to live authentically in ways that support my life purpose. In all ways, I am continually trying to simplify.

Micro-actions

Small, actionable tasks made the process of giving away my stuff, paying off my debt, and even changing careers a whole lot smoother. Instead of feeling overwhelmed, I felt empowered. At the end of each chapter, I provide a list of micro-actions to help you put these ideas into practice, so throughout the book be ready to write, talk, think, and do.

As you start, one of the first steps is to define your own version of happiness and simplicity. What does this vision look like for you? When I started to simplify my life, I asked myself two big questions: What makes me happy? And how can I simplify my life to enhance my happiness? These are great ways to begin rethinking your relationship with stuff and how you define happiness.

•     Write down your definition of happiness. In a journal or just on a piece of paper, write about your own version of happiness. As you do, reflect on some of your favorite, happiest memories. Jot down where you were and who you were with, as well as sights, sounds, and smells. Capture the whole experience, and identify why these moments made you happy. For me, happiness is interwoven with strong relationships and memories that last a lifetime. What makes you happy?

•     How can you simplify your life? Right now, write down all the ways you can think of to simplify your life. As you write, consider: What changes can you make to your daily routine that will give you more freedom and time? How will those changes make you happier?


CHAPTER 2

The Stuff You Own Owns You

We move from a teeming college dorm to an apartment to a house, and if we’re really wealthy, to an estate.

We think we’re moving up, but really we’re walling ourselves off.

— ERIC WEINER

I once loved to buy stuff. I loved to give it, get it, and shop for it. It turns out this is a fairly common feeling among Americans. Did you know that one of the top tourist attractions in the United States is the Mall of America? Traditional spots like the Empire State Building, Disneyworld, Mt. Rushmore, and the Grand Canyon still draw millions, but the 100-acre Mall of America is right up there in popularity, with more than forty million people visiting it each year.

Before I simplified my life, I was buying so much stuff that it was practically exploding out of my apartment. I was close to joining thousands of others who rent storage facilities every year. As of 2009, there were more than fifty thousand self-storage facilities in the United States. To put that number into context, America has fewer than thirteen thousand McDonald’s and only about eleven thousand Starbucks. In 2009, the Self Storage Association said that in the previous year Americans paid more than $22 billion to store stuff in its 2.3 billion square feet of self-storage space. It is difficult to wrap one’s mind around a number that large. Think of it this way — it’s now possible for every single man, woman, and child in the United States to fit under a canopy of storage roofs at the same time. Perhaps even more telling is how this compares with the rest of the world. America has more than fifty thousand storage facilities, Canada about three thousand, and Australia about a thousand.

Every year on Black Friday millions of Americans get up early in the morning to line up outside of big box stores, or even camp out the night before, just to get the best deals on stuff. In November 2010, despite the Great Recession and high unemployment levels, a record number of Americans went shopping the weekend after Thanksgiving. Over 212 million people hit the malls on Black Friday, and the average person spent $365. Specifically, more than a thousand people lined up outside a Gucci outlet in California, more than seven thousand lined up outside Macy’s in Manhattan, and thousands more waited in front of stores like Victoria’s Secret, Best Buy, Kmart, and Walmart across the country.

That year, hundreds of people camped outside a Best Buy in California, and on Friday morning the parking lot was littered with fast-food containers and coffee cups. Store manager Nick Ramos told the New York Times, “It was like a shantytown out there.”

There are regular reports of people being injured on Black Friday. Do you remember Jdimytai Damour, a Walmart worker who was killed in November 2008? The New York Times noted, “Damour had been trying to hold back a crush of shoppers pressing against the store’s sliding-glass double doors. Just before the store’s scheduled 5 AM opening, the doors shattered under the weight of the crowd. Mr. Damour was thrown to the floor and trampled.”

In 2010, a Target shopper in Buffalo, New York, was rushed to the hospital after being trampled by a large crowd on Black Friday. The store opened at 4 AM and the crowd rushed in, completely out of control. Keith Krantz, the injured shopper, was interviewed by a local television station and said, “At that moment, I was thinking I don’t want to die here on the ground. That’s exactly what I thought.”

Why are Americans buying so much stuff? Especially when all this stuff results in so much debt? Many people don’t think they are affected by advertising, but research has shown that the average American is exposed to over three thousand ads every day and that we’re deeply influenced by the messages we see. Scholars have found that shopping makes us happy. However, it’s a temporary boost in happiness. That means once you’ve bought that new pair of shoes, new shirt, fancy leather couch, or whatever else you’ve had your eye on, it’s not long before the happiness you get from the purchase wears off. Then it’s back to the mall for more stuff.

The result? People end up literally buying their way into debt. For example, with an average credit card interest rate of 14 percent, American families pay $2,240 each year just to keep their debt from growing. Never mind actually paying it off. Like many Americans, I wound up in a constant state of indebtedness working longer and harder just to make ends meet because of my overspending on cars and apartments. As I found, the stuff you own owns you.

The Emotional Cost of Debt

The most direct way my stuff owned me was through debt. I’d buy things with my credit card — like a new vase to complement my new coffee table. I soon discovered that small purchases added up quickly, both in the price I paid and in my time. Taking care of my new stuff took effort. Then, when the monthly credit card bill arrived, I’d panic. My stomach would get upset and I’d get headaches. Logan and I always paid our credit card bill. But we would be left with no cushion in our checking account, and the cycle would repeat each month.

Study after study has shown that debt can have a negative impact on both our physical and mental health. Dr. Sonja Lyubomirsky pointed out in her book The How of Happiness that “by some estimates, clinical depression is ten times more likely to torment us now that it did a century ago.” She goes on to say that “15 percent of people in the United States (and 21 percent of women) will become clinically depressed at some point during their lifetimes.” Of course, depression can be caused by a number of factors, but in 2007 the Institute of Psychiatry in London studied the connection between debt and depression and found that irrespective of income, debt can increase a person’s chances of developing clinical depression and anxiety. It’s easy to understand why. The constant stress of working to pay off credit card debt, car loans, and the mortgage can be exhausting. In addition, creeping feelings of inadequacy, despair, and shame are often associated with debt.

In July 2008, a fifty-three-year-old Massachusetts woman named Carlene Balderrama was heartbroken when her family’s home was foreclosed. She hid the family’s financial problems from her husband and blamed herself for mismanaging their finances. An hour and a half before her family’s home was to be auctioned off she killed herself with one of her husband’s hunting rifles. That same month a sixty-two-year-old New Jersey man named Emilio Saladriagas was so overwrought by all the late-payment notices he was receiving that he walked into a local Rent-A-Center, poured lighter fluid over himself, and set himself on fire. These are extreme reactions, but the stress associated with debt has a powerful effect on our well-being.

In The Gifts of Imperfection, Dr. Brené Brown collected over ten thousand stories about shame and vulnerability. Dr. Brown’s research shows that when we don’t talk about our problems, we become “desperate to numb and take the edge off, and full of so much anxiety and self-doubt that we can’t act on what we know is best for us.” For example, I know a lot about money management — I have a bachelor’s degree in economics and worked in investment management — but for years I mismanaged my finances. Rather than talking about my problems, I numbed my feelings with shopping, leading to bouts of depression and arguments with my husband. As Dr. Brown points out, even if you know what’s best for you, it can be hard to act on that knowledge. We live in a consumption-based culture, which has a significant impact on our behavior patterns. In his book Branded Nation, James Twitchel says that “much of our shared knowledge about ourselves and our culture comes to us through a commercial process of storytelling called branding” and that “ten percent of a two-year-old’s nouns are brand names.”

Depression and its effects are just one of the costs associated with buying stuff we can’t afford. Another hidden cost is the narrowing of choices that results from working longer and harder to deal with debt. Bill McKibben points out in his book Deep Economy that “the more hours you work, the less satisfied you become with your life, even though you make more money.” Why is that? No matter how much we make, our advertising-saturated culture tempts us to buy more and more, which perpetuates a vicious cycle of debt accumulation. In fact, in The Overworked American, Juliet Schor shows how people have responded to “their stressful working lives by participating in an orgy of consumer up-scaling. . . . Over the last thirty years, real consumption expenditures per person [have] doubled.”

Participating in an “orgy” of consumer spending comes at a heavy cost — freedom of choice. Once you’re caught on the work-spend treadmill, it’s difficult to get off. Want to change careers? Take time off work to coach your child’s soccer team? Go back to school? Volunteer at a local animal shelter? Take a sabbatical? Find an hour a day to work out? Spend more time with family and friends? If you’re already in debt and working long hours to pay the bills, which keep piling up month after month, any of those things can seem like a luxury you simply can’t afford.

Another cost is the harm to our communities and personal relationships. In his book Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam suggests that there has been a significant erosion of civic life throughout the United States, primarily because of increased working hours and suburbanization. If you’re spending two hours a day commuting to and from the office, like I once did, and working longer hours to manage your debt, it’s difficult to maintain quality relationships with friends and family or engage in civic life. Putnam also argues that as civic life declines, people become more likely to engage in solitary entertainment activities, like playing video games or watching television, which further erodes our communities.

It’s easy to think of the cost of the things you buy only in terms of sticker price, or the up-front monetary cost of the purchase. From that point of view, if you’re already thirty thousand dollars in debt, what’s another couple hundred bucks? However, you keep paying for the stuff you buy: working to pay for it in the first place, dealing with the stress of debt, being locked into a job you hate, having little time to cultivate strong relationships. Living simply means ending this cycle. It’s about creating more time and having less debt rather than spending all your time working, shopping, and then working more to pay for stuff you couldn’t afford in the first place.

My Story: Debt, Downsizing, and Dreams

Ever since I was a kid, I wanted a house in the suburbs, with my own washing machine and dryer, a big kitchen to cook huge meals, and an extra bedroom for guests to stay in when they visited. In the spring of 2003, in my early twenties, I had a bad case of house lust, and my new husband, Logan, and I spent a lot of time talking about our mythical dream house.

I thought owning a home would be a fantastic retirement plan, and my coworkers shared this assumption. Throughout 2003 and 2004, I was part of a management-training program in the investment management industry, and all of my coworkers and supervisors said that buying a home was a worthwhile investment. To pursue our dream and this investment opportunity, Logan and I started looking in the local real estate magazines and the ads on Craigslist for a home.

One of my friends and colleagues, Janet, had recently built a beautiful custom home outside of Sacramento, California. Every time I walked into her house, I felt like I was walking into a photo shoot for Better Homes and Gardens. The colors and decor were stunning. I wanted what Janet had. Our little apartment seemed so small and trashy in comparison to Janet’s beautiful home, with her walk-in closets, home office, and modern kitchen. I couldn’t wait to become a member of the home-ownership club.

However, our plan had a problem. Once we crunched the numbers, we realized that we couldn’t afford the type of home I wanted. By the time I finished up my college degrees in 2005, we had accumulated thirty thousand dollars in debt — from both student loans and car loans — and the interest on a house payment would be more than our current rent! We weren’t alone. According to the Project on Student Debt, college students graduate with about twenty-four thousand dollars in student loan debt, and that doesn’t include credit card debt. For example, USA Today reported that the average undergraduate carries over three thousand dollars in credit card debt. In 2008, “college seniors with at least one credit card graduated with an average of $4,138 in card debt, up 44 percent from 2004.”

When we grasped what we were up against, I became completely depressed. I felt like a failure because we couldn’t afford our dream house. I also felt angry because I had dug myself into a hole of debt even though I was working hard. Despite my job, the American Dream seemed out of reach for us.

Throughout 2003 and 2004, I’d remained largely optimistic, if not exactly excited. Working in the investment management industry wasn’t what I’d always longed to do, but it was an opportunity to learn more about economics and finance, plus it allowed me to begin paying off my student loan debt. It was a job a responsible adult would accept, and my family encouraged me to continue working for the company. And yet, I spent a lot of time commuting, and sitting in a car so much was causing back problems, weight gain, and lethargy. The office environment also had a negative impact, and the work itself didn’t make me feel like I was making a difference in the world. By the time I got home from work, I didn’t feel like going for a walk. Instead I would sit on the couch and watch television or go shopping. It felt better to zone out and not think about my troubles.

I knew I was supposed to be happy and that I was extremely fortunate. I was married to the man of my dreams, had a terrific two-bedroom apartment in a safe neighborhood, a closet full of clothes, and a nice car. I couldn’t figure out why I was so depressed. I lost my enthusiasm for life.

When I started college in 1998, my goal was to work for an organization that helped people. Making a lot of money wasn’t my primary concern. I just wanted to help those who were less fortunate. Yet here I was in a place where my stuff and debt were controlling my life. I’d always considered myself smart and capable, but I started to wonder if I really was. If I was so smart, how did I get caught up in the work-spend cycle, with a huge apartment full of stuff that I didn’t really want? As Will Rogers said, “Too many people spend money they haven’t earned, to buy things they don’t want, to impress people they don’t like.” That quote described me perfectly. I was living to support my stuff. As a result, I was losing my freedom, energy, and sense of self because I was less connected to my community and family.

How Did This Happen?

Research suggests that people care more deeply about what others think of them than they understand on a conscious level. In the same way, I was more obsessed with status and stuff than I realized. People want to show others that they are successful, and stuff is proof of our social status. Author Juliet Schor points to homes, clothing, and cars as “the visible triad” of stuff. These are the things we see when we meet people, and we unconsciously use stuff to assess a person’s status.

In his book Luxury Fever, Robert Frank contends that our lust for stuff goes beyond just keeping up with the Joneses. Frank and other scholars argue that people spend money on homes, cars, and clothing not only to impress others but to reward themselves for hard work and to comfort themselves. Seven years ago, I was doing exactly what Frank talks about: buying stuff to reward myself for hard work and to impress others. My neighbors, coworkers, and friends all seemed to have the perfect life. They had dual incomes, lived in beautiful homes, owned luxury cars, and by all outward appearances were affluent and happy and had a lot of friends. I wanted those things, too.

There’s nothing wrong with admiring successful people. However, research strongly suggests that upward comparisons (as in, “She makes more money than me,” “He has a nicer car”) can lead to feelings of low self-esteem, depression, and distress. Research demonstrates that you can’t be envious and happy at the same time, and I certainly wasn’t happy.

I felt like I deserved rewards for working hard. Yet, rewarding myself with stuff didn’t make me happy, because I wasn’t dealing with my underlying emotions. In fact, in the book Stuff, the authors estimate that 6 percent of US adults are addicted to shopping. That’s more than 14 million people in the United States who use shopping as an outlet to help them cope with anger, stress, depression, boredom, self-critical thoughts, tension, anxiety, and loneliness. I was never clinically addicted to shopping; however, I used shopping as a way to avoid dealing with my problems.

For instance, in my early twenties I was obsessed with diamonds. My infatuation became even worse when Logan and I talked about getting married. I spent hours looking through jewelry catalogs and made secret trips to the mall trying to find the perfect engagement ring. Logan ended up buying a beautiful solitaire engagement ring for me, but I still lusted after a bigger, three-stone diamond set. A recently married friend had a bigger diamond set, and I desperately wanted something just as nice.

I convinced Logan that getting a new ring wouldn’t be too expensive and told him it would make me happy. So we upgraded the solitaire diamond to a three-stone set, and we bought a diamond wedding band, too! We couldn’t afford the ring, so we charged it — all four thousand dollars — on our credit card. We figured we’d pay it off later.

Writing about the diamond ring incident makes me cringe. Why did I want the ring so badly? Looking back, I think it had to do with my desire to show others that we could “afford” this kind of purchase and that I “deserved” the ring. I worked hard, so I figured it was okay to “treat” myself to a big diamond ring. However, such a huge purchase just buried us further in debt; it kept me tied to a job I wasn’t happy with; and it made my fiancé feel like he couldn’t afford to buy me the happiness he felt I deserved.

Now, when I look at my wedding set, I don’t think about our amazing wedding day and our strong marriage. Instead, I think about how caught up in materialism I was at the time. I don’t wear the ring anymore because it reminds me of the “old Tammy.” Also, after several years of consideration, I’ve finally decided to sell the ring. The money we make from the sale will either be put in our savings account or given to charity.

Our Way Out

To get out of the work-spend cycle, Logan and I started to ask ourselves some difficult questions: What do we want out of life? How are we going to pay off our debt? What makes us happy? How can we help other people? We started talking about downsizing our lives to improve our health and financial situation. Logan was really excited about the possibility of simplifying, and I could see the wheels turning in his head. One evening, during an in-depth conversation at the kitchen table, Logan suggested, “Why don’t we move into a one-bedroom apartment? If we moved closer to your office, you wouldn’t have to drive or worry about taking the train. We would save a lot of money.”

I carefully set my wine glass down and said, “We can’t fit into a one-bedroom. We have too much stuff! Plus, where am I going to put my parents when they come to visit us. On the couch? I don’t think so!”

I could see the frustration on Logan’s face. He let out a big breath and calmly said, “Let’s try it and see if we like living in a smaller apartment. What’s the worst thing that can happen? We’ll save some money, and we’ll be able to get rid of some stuff in the process. Besides, we rarely have people stay in our extra bedroom. When we move into our new place we can give guests our bed, and we can camp out in the living room.”

This conversation took place in late 2004, right before I left my job in the investment management industry. At this point, I had no interest in downsizing, and I’d never heard of tiny houses. I resisted the very idea of letting go of stuff and making the necessary changes to pay down our debt, but Logan kept pushing me to simplify.

What Logan said made sense, but the thought of downsizing filled me with anxiety. What would people think? I didn’t want people to think we were poor (even though we really were), and I felt like downsizing was a huge step backward. I was still attached to the notion of buying a house in the suburbs. The idea of giving our stuff to charity seemed silly. We spent a lot of money acquiring all this stuff — why give it away?

All that aside, I didn’t believe we could actually fit into a one-bedroom apartment. Our apartment was already overflowing with stuff. To address my concerns, Logan offered to get rid of all the shelves in his closet, his drafting table, and his ugly desk, which I had been eager to shed since the day it entered the apartment. Needless to say, the idea of getting rid of Logan’s stuff was very appealing.

I felt like Logan was the one with all the extra stuff and that he was the one weighing us down. My tune changed once I started sorting through my stuff. I had a lot of excess junk, too. For instance, during high school and college I skied a lot and had accumulated a huge collection of sweaters. A quick count revealed that I had over fifty sweaters stuffed into one side of my closet. I thought to myself, what the heck — fifty sweaters? Did I really need a different sweater every day for nearly two months? I didn’t even ski anymore.

As we began going through our stuff, I started to feel like we were living in a large storage unit. We didn’t even use most of the things we owned. They just took up space. We had one cupboard dedicated to wedding china and another to hold all our coffee cups. We rarely used the wedding china, and really, how many coffee cups does one couple need?

Despite all the talking and purging of stuff, I still wasn’t convinced we would fit in a one-bedroom apartment. Before we moved, we decided to treat our two-bedroom apartment as a one-bedroom apartment for a few months. It felt like a training regimen for a marathon. I was genuinely surprised when we actually did it! After a while that empty room started to feel like wasted space. If we weren’t using it, why pay for it?

Taking Back Our Freedom

In late 2004, I left the investment management industry and went back to school for a master’s degree in education. I also started volunteering regularly in 2005, and in early 2006, I began a new job as a victim advocate. During this period, we spent a lot of time giving away our stuff, and in 2006 we decided to move from a two-bedroom, 1,200-square-foot apartment to a one-bedroom, 800-square-foot apartment in Davis, California. Moving to a smaller place saved us two hundred dollars per month and gave us a whole lot of momentum to keep our lives clutter-free!

We discovered that giving away our stuff and living in a smaller space gave us more freedom, rather than less, because we weren’t encumbered with so much junk. Giving our stuff to charity felt surprisingly good. Logan even sold his little blue Ford Ranger in the spring of 2004. Many of our relatives thought we were crazy and pressured us not to downsize. One relative said, “You shouldn’t downsize because you have so much valuable stuff. Keep it, just in case you need it someday.”

During preparation for our first move in 2006, we felt unsure about whether to hold on to certain things. When we hit these points, Logan and I encouraged each other. We would ask each other questions like: When was the last time you wore those pants? Does that make you happy? Will you actually start knitting again or not? We would make a pro/con list for the item. More importantly, we reminded each other that downsizing was about freedom: freedom from stuff and freedom from debt.

Today, Logan and I have downsized further than I ever would have imagined then, more than I would have thought possible. But it was a process; it didn’t happen overnight. Initially, I read a lot about simplicity and how others let go of the excess stuff in their lives. Reading stories helped me break out of my consumerist cocoon. In the end, it took five years of shedding stuff and three moves to get where we are today, which is living in a 128-square-foot house on wheels and loving it. When we started this journey, our apartment was more than five times the size of our current dwelling. You might wonder, Why go to such extremes?

I agree with Jay Shafer’s assessment of living small. Shafer runs the Tumbleweed Tiny House company, and in the movie TINY, he notes, “The primary asset that comes with a small house is freedom. The world gets a lot bigger when you are living small because I can afford to do a lot more things in terms of cash and time. Now the whole world is my living room.”

During the 2011 Thanksgiving holiday my mom and I had an interesting conversation about stuff. In some ways she thinks our lifestyle is “extreme,” particularly our participation in what’s called the 100 Thing Challenge. Dave Bruno started the challenge a few years ago (and wrote a book about it). He wanted to pare down his personal possessions to less than a hundred things. One hundred sounds like a lot until you start adding up all your shirts, books, dishes, knives, forks, shoes, and so on. Ultimately, Dave’s goal with the project is to get people both to live with less and to think about how consumerism affects their daily choices. At its core, the challenge is about reevaluating what you need in your life. As I explained to my mom, I have enough. I no longer feel the need to reward myself with trips to the mall.

Of course, everyone’s circumstances are different. The amount of stuff you have will be different from what I have. What downsizing and simplicity mean will be different, too. The idea isn’t only to count objects but to be mindful of what you bring into your life and what you use on a daily basis. For instance, I’m an avid reader and buy new books frequently. In my old life I would have kept those books. Now I donate or resell my books after I’m done reading them. It’s what I call the one-in, one-out rule. Every time I buy something new, I donate something to charity.

You don’t have to live in a tiny apartment or with very few possessions to embrace simplicity. Instead, figure out how you can incorporate the principles of simplicity into your life. For instance, if you want to “reward” yourself for working hard, don’t buy more things; spend money on experiences or donate your extra cash to a cause you believe in.

I struggled with this concept for years. It wasn’t until I read the classic book Your Money or Your Life by Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin that I started to rethink how I spent my money, or, as the authors call it, “life energy.” Their idea is that when you spend money on a product, you trade a piece of your time for it. Before you purchase any product, consider how much time you’ll have to spend working to pay for it.

Rather than cluttering up your home, stealing your time, and draining your wallet, the stuff in your life should serve a purpose and make you happy. If that isn’t the case, then your stuff owns you.

Micro-actions

Below are a few micro-actions that helped me let go of stuff. I hope they help you, too!

•     Stay away from the mall. I know this sounds obvious, but it’s harder than it seems, especially if you enjoy shopping. Staying away from the mall was a key action for me. When I stopped going shopping, I stopped bringing home stuff I didn’t need or really want. If I had to go to the mall, I made a list of the things I needed and stuck to the list.

•     Sort through your stuff, slowly. If you want to declutter your home, it’s important to take small steps every day. I’d recommend starting with one room and then creating piles of stuff you want to keep and other items you’d like to donate. For example, you could donate ten items a week to the charity of your choice. This process takes time. However, it’s fruitful. Undertaking a gradual transition will help you start a new routine, and it’s more likely to outlast quick lifestyle fixes.

•     Try the 100 Thing Challenge. The 100 Thing Challenge helped me figure out what I really needed in my life. No matter how much stuff you have, the challenge will force you to inventory your possessions and examine your buying patterns. The biggest challenge associated with this project is deciding what to count and what not to count. If you opt to take on this challenge, remember it’s your challenge and you can create your own rules. For instance, Dave Bruno, the guy who started the challenge, counted his library as one thing! And that’s totally cool. The idea is to adapt the challenge to fit your life and needs.

•     Write down an extensive list of your fears. For example, when I started downsizing, I was scared of what people would think of us. I didn’t want to be cast out of my social group because I didn’t have a car, a traditional house, or a lot of stuff. This fear never came true. At first friends and family weren’t sure what to think of my decision, but after a lot of conversations, they supported me.

•     Find a support network. Simplifying is a process. Don’t be hard on yourself if you are having a hard time paring down. Have patience and find a support network to hold you accountable. Blogging about my journey helped me stick to my goals because I was accountable to a whole group of readers. They were rooting for me, and I wanted to succeed! Consider starting a blog and publicly document your journey.
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