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Because we are made in God’s image we desperately want to look at our own creation and say that it is good. Are the following lies keeping you from creating a beautiful and orderly home?

Lie: Being messy is a superior way of life.

Truth: When the house is messy and our lives are disorganized, we lose touch with what is peaceful and noble in ourselves, and our self-image suffers.

Lie: Messies need more willpower and discipline.

Truth: Messies need focus, not fogginess.

Lie: Working harder will keep your house clean.

Truth: You already work hard enough! You have to uncover the underlying causes.

Lie: I’m a hopeless Messie.

Truth: Getting a house under control requires nothing that we do not have or cannot get. You have an orderly person within you.

Let these and countless other truths transform you into a Messie no more!



By Sandra Felton 
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don’t skip this introduction

Nothing is more frustrating than being required to do something beyond our ability. Those of us who call ourselves Messies live daily with the reality of this problem. We want to keep the house in order and beautiful, but many of us find it next to impossible to do so.

There are many examples of this kind of problem, but perhaps none illustrates the situation better than the story of Rumpelstiltskin.

The miller in the story had a clever daughter, and he boasted to the king that she could spin straw into gold. The king loved gold, so he locked the girl into a room filled with straw and ordered her to perform her miracle.

Rumpelstiltskin learned that the beautiful miller’s daughter had been asked to do the impossible, and he took advantage of the situation. Appearing miraculously through the locked door, he promised to spin the straw into gold if the girl would give him her ring. She agreed, knowing it was the only way she could save her life.

But the king was not satisfied with one roomful of gold. He brought in another load of straw for the miller’s daughter to transform. Again Rumpelstiltskin appeared, this time demanding the girl’s necklace as payment.

Still not satisfied, the king commanded the young girl to work her magic for a third time. Rumpelstiltskin appeared again, but this time he demanded the girl’s firstborn son.

Messies can sympathize with the miller’s poor daughter. Many Messies are bright and creative. Because of this, people expect them to be able to perform simple housekeeping chores without any problem. We expect it of ourselves. But it seems as impossible for us as it was for the miller’s daughter to spin straw into gold. Neither threats nor promises move us toward success. We wish for a little elf to come in and do the job for us, but he never arrives.

This book is the next best thing. It won’t clean your house for you, and it doesn’t come with coupons for maid service, but it will help you develop the mind-set that makes messiness a thing of the past.

Many who read this book are desperate to change and don’t know how. Many have tried various methods and slipped back into old habits. Some keep things picked up but at the price of great physical and emotional effort. They have improved but find it hard to keep it up. Many of these strugglers feel very much alone. Quietly, doggedly, daily, they fight the clutter, which, like the tide, is constantly coming in. Their husbands may be urging them to do better. Their children may be embarrassed. They may feel like failures because they can’t get things moving in the right direction. Whether their house is terribly messy or just consistently more cluttered than they want it to be, they feel it is out of control no matter how hard they work to control it.

Most of us already know how to do more than we are doing, so this is not another “how to” book. It does, however, contain many practical ideas geared for Messies. It has some information your mother never told you (or she told you when you weren’t listening). All of it will help you move toward the goal of order and beauty in your life. But it only works when you are mentally and emotionally ready to work at it.

This book is a “why” book. It clarifies for many of us what is at the root of our messiness. A friend showed me weeds from her yard. She was so amazed at how long the roots were that she taped them to a paper and recorded the measurement of the top of the weed in relation to the root. The result was startling. One weed had a tiny little top, maybe a half inch tall. But the root! That root went on for three and a half inches! To keep the weeds out of her life permanently, she had to dig deep and remove it all.

So it is with some of us concerning the issue of disorganization in our lives. Sometimes the messes keep coming back because we haven’t given enough attention to removing the roots. I hope this book will help you with that.

Like many books, this book tells us what we may already know but don’t know that we know.

In this book you will discover the reasons your house is out of control. Then you will learn ways to get things back under control and keep them that way. I know it sounds too good to be true, but it’s not. Your friends and neighbors who are not neat freaks don’t have cluttered houses, do they? They don’t even seem to be interested in housekeeping. How do they do it? What is their secret? You’re about to find out.

This book contains the basis for a permanent change. In its own way, it is the foundational book of the Messies Anonymous program. It requires some written participation that is essential for accomplishing your purposes. Your written responses are an important part of the changes you will make.

If you don’t want anyone to know what you are reading, cover the outside and write “The Total Watercress Health Diet” or some such inane thing across the front. That should keep folks out.

This book is one of several I have written on the topic of messiness. Others include The Messies Manual, When You Live with a Messie, and Organizing Magic. Each has a place in bringing the message of hope to Messies who feel hopeless.

A disclaimer is in order here. This book is not written so you can give a name to your problem and thereby give the problem an excuse for being. It is written to open the door for appropriate solutions to your problems. I am a professional organizer with a master’s degree in education, but my main qualification is that I am just one poor beggar telling others where I have found bread. It is up to you to follow through and get the bread. Each problem is accompanied by possible solutions, suggested books, and places to find more help.

One more disclaimer is in order. I am an eclectic reader, so I draw material from many—sometimes unlikely—sources. Like a butterfly sipping from one blossom and then another, I do not check the type of soil each flower is growing in. In other words, when I refer to an idea or quote an author I am not necessarily endorsing the overall philosophy. I leave it to the readers’ good judgment to discern those things for themselves.



it’s not about the house 

It’s not about the house. It really isn’t. It’s about the person who lives in the house, and that’s you.

You may go to your neighbors’ houses, as I did, and find them sipping coffee at ten in the morning, surrounded by tidy areas and shining surfaces. You, on the other hand, don’t want to invite others to your place. If you are like I was, you may not even want to spend much time there yourself. Too much disorder, clutter, and mess. That translates into frustration, emotional drain, and just plain work for you—when you do it.

I used to dream of moving into a new apartment, leaving all of my things (and maybe even my family) behind, and starting over clean. My longing was palpable. I yearned for order, beauty, harmony, peace—anything to get the burden of messiness off my back.

Rhett Butler expressed my sentiments exactly as he walked away from his chaotic life with Scarlett O’Hara: “I want peace. I want to see if somewhere there isn’t something left in life of charm and grace.” But charm and grace sure weren’t in my house. And I didn’t have anywhere else to go except back to my daily struggle with clutter.

Deep down I knew it wasn’t about the house. If my imaginary apartment had become real, it would have become just as cluttered, with or without my family, as the house I wanted to leave behind.

It was about me. I was the one constant that made every place I lived the same. I was doing something, something mysterious that I was unaware of, that invariably muddled my environment wherever I went. What was it?

As it turned out, there were several things—things that are addressed in this book. Things that are at work in your life, as they were in mine, without your knowledge. The proof of their existence is evident as you look around you. Chapter by chapter in this book, they are spotlighted for you to examine and, if necessary, to challenge.

Thousands of people from all around the world, mostly but not always women, have been asking themselves the same questions I asked myself. Through other books I have written, through the website www.messies.com, through both local and online groups, the message has spread. As the concepts I learned and taught have jumped from country to country and culture to culture, we have seen that the problem of disorganization and its ramifications in life are amazingly similar everywhere.

Some people seek help through the books that have been translated into German, Dutch, and Spanish. Chinese and Portuguese publishers have also inquired about translations. English editions are in the United States, Australia, South Africa, Great Britain, and other countries where English is read. Some people come through www.messies.com and the online support groups that join people all over the world in a unified quest for order. Still others are drawn to help through local Messies Anonymous groups. Disorganized strugglers are definitely not alone. Messiness has proven to be an equal opportunity problem and does not observe race, creed, or national origin, as the saying goes.

For us all, no matter our location or circumstance, the house first starts to change in the heart and mind. Buy into the concept that the condition of your house reflects important things about you that need to be addressed. As I have already stated, it’s not about the house. Nor is it about working harder or faster or even smarter. The smog of clutter around you will begin to lift as fresh thoughts and feelings sweep into your life.

Working to alter the condition of the house will force you to examine and change what is going on there in relation to yourself. Its condition won’t permanently change until you have addressed some of these important basics.

Once you do, the house will be automatically transformed just as mysteriously as it became a mess—because you have been transformed. Then some morning, when you are sitting in your neat house sipping tea, your distressed neighbor may come to your door to escape the chaos she is fighting in her own house. And in the comfort you have created, you may say, “Come right on in! Have a seat, honey. Let me tell you what happened to me.”



part 1


 understanding the messie mind-set 

The secret to change lies in the way we think about messiness and neatness. Somewhere in this section you will find yourself and your way of thinking. Not all types will apply to you, but you will discover some destructive thought patterns that are so much a part of you that they seem normal. They are an important part of your housekeeping problems.

Many women keep neat houses without becoming compulsive, and it’s because they think differently from the way you do. You will find out their secret and learn to make it your own.



1 

accepting yourself 

The gooney bird is funny looking. When it walks it has to lift its large webbed feet high to keep from tripping over them. It also engages in a strange-looking courting ritual. Gooney birds bow and stretch in front of each other. Their large, round bodies are awkward on land, where they court, lay their eggs, and raise their young.

The albatross, on the other hand, is one of the most graceful birds in the world. It has a wingspan of up to twelve feet and can glide on its thin wings longer than any other bird. It is both beautiful and regal.

Few people realize that the gooney bird and the albatross are the same bird with different names. On land it is the gooney bird, ungainly and inept. In the air it is the albatross, king of the sky.

Messies are like this bird. In the area of organization, we are at our weakest, floundering in our attempts to be neat. Like the gooney bird, we have no way to avoid functioning in our weak area. But like the albatross, we do have our sky. Messies function beautifully in many ways, soaring easily in our areas of strength. While we struggle to improve in the organizational area, we find satisfaction as we soar in other areas.

Messies, however, usually don’t see the beautiful side of themselves. All they see is the gooney bird. And they don’t like what they see. As a result, Messies treat themselves badly. They’re not very nice to themselves, not very nice at all. This is not evident at first, however. Messies are vibrant people who seem to participate in life to the hilt. They are very particular about their personal belongings, and to an extent they are particular about themselves as well. Many of them appear to be happy, well-adjusted people. In many ways they are.

Further examination, however, brings another underlying pattern to the surface. In hundreds of ways a day, Messies, because of the way they think, treat themselves like second-class people.

For Messies, much of life goes on in the mind, so they don’t like to be bothered with the day-to-day details of life. As a result, they put up with dripping plumbing and broken appliances because getting them fixed is too much trouble or they need to clean up to let the plumber in. They live without enough light in important areas of the home because correcting the problem is more of a bother than living with it.

On the other hand, Messies always have good intentions. They keep old clothes, convinced that someday they will mend or update them. They have stashes of greeting cards they purchased but never got around to sending.

Messies are forgetful, so they keep everything out where they can see it. If they put it away, they know they’ll forget to do it. They blow their noses on toilet paper instead of tissues because they keep forgetting to buy Kleenex. They have too few clocks, mirrors, and trash cans because they never think to buy them.

Messies are perfectionists, so they live in clutter and chaos because there’s never enough time to do everything according to their high standards.

Messies are impulsive and live in the moment, so when they decide to bake something special at the last minute, they rarely have the ingredients the recipe calls for.

Messies are impatient, so they use salt, pepper, and sugar from the original containers because transferring them to salt and pepper shakers or a sugar bowl takes too much time.

moment, People’s lives have dark places as well as bright ones, difficulties as well as abilities. The combination makes us unique. 

In hundreds of ways Messies do without. The old-fashioned way of doing things, so popular with Messies, is just another systematic way of doing without modern conveniences or supplies.

In light of this daily denial of what they need to make life comfortable, it is not surprising that they also deny themselves a place to sit on the sofa because it is covered with stuff. They deny themselves companionship because they can’t invite guests over with the house the way it is. They sometimes sleep on the floor because the bed is piled with clothes they haven’t had time to put away.

But Messies are used to self-denial. They do without or make do. Instead of recognizing the problem, they adjust to it. And they are very good at it. Many even take pride in their make-do approach. They are happy to show you how they do without the things other people who recognize their worth and dignity provide for themselves.

Ultimately, Messies deny themselves a life of serenity and beauty. They insult themselves with disorganization on such a regular basis that they are unaware of it. The messy house is just part of the picture of a person who consistently abuses herself. Messiness is just the top of a very deep pile of problems. At its heart, messiness is a problem of self-neglect.

The First Step 

To put an end to this pattern of denial, Messies must first stop fighting themselves. If we get angry at ourselves and go to war against certain character traits every time we see them, we only give them the energy to stay. Star Trek fans may remember the story called “The Empath” in which Mr. Spock and Captain Kirk were surrounded by a force field that kept them from helping Dr. McCoy, who was in trouble. The more they struggled to get out, the stronger the force field became because it gained strength from the energy of their struggle. When Mr. Spock realized this and stopped struggling, the force field lost its power to restrain them.

Like Mr. Spock, the more we struggle against the force that holds us back, the stronger the force gets. Unless we accept ourselves and our habits and our lives as they are now, we will never overcome the negative forces.

When it first dawns on you what has been happening, you may be angry at yourself, the house, or the thoughts that got you in this fix. Don’t fight the anger; it is part of the picture too and must be accepted. It may be what spurs you to move forward. When it has done its work, you can get back to self-acceptance.

I cannot overemphasize the importance of self-acceptance. We are people of dignity. We love order and beauty. We are worthwhile. Zig Ziglar tells of a painting by Rembrandt that sold for over a million dollars. Ziglar wondered why the price was so high. Is paint that expensive? Does canvas cost a lot? Of course not. The value of the painting was twofold:

1. It was painted by a master.

2. It is one of a kind.

This reminds us of our own value. We were painted, shadows and highlights, by a master painter who “does all things well,” who made both the albatross and the gooney bird parts of us. We are wonderful because we come from his hand.

Like Rembrandt’s painting, we too are unique. No one else has our exact makeup, our strengths and weaknesses, shadows and highlights. Rembrandt’s paintings contain a lot of shadow, but it enhances their beauty. People’s lives have dark places as well as bright ones, difficulties as well as abilities. It is fine to have both. The combination makes us unique.

Why Not?

Most of the time when I talk to people about Messies Anonymous they know only too well why someone would want to change her house. Occasionally, however, on a radio talk show or in an interview for a newspaper, someone will ask why people should be concerned about getting their houses in order.

My best answer to that question is another question: Why not?

Why not have a lovely home that encourages all who enter? Why not be among those who are thrilled to invite people over on the spur of the moment? Why not be the person to whom people say, “Your house is so lovely!” Why not have people over for meals without working yourself to death to get ready? Why not have a house that raises your self-esteem rather than tears it down? Why not have a house filled with your favorite colors and accents? Why not have a house that reflects the peace and grace of God so that others love to come over to hear about him? Why not have a house in which you can read or pray without feeling guilty because you’re not cleaning? The question is not why should we have a nice house. The real question is why not?

Assess the Mess 

1. List all the ways you deny yourself, even those you think of as frugality. They will not all come to mind at once (you may be so used to living with them that none come to mind at all), so turn down the corner of this page so you can find it easily to add to the list. (Yes! I did say turn down the corner of the page. I know it may bother you to mess up the book, but you will be writing in it anyway, so it won’t matter. Yes! I did say write in it. Oh, all right, if you must, insert a paper here to write on, but you’d better paper clip it. In the lives of Messies, things move on their own.)

a.

b.

c.

2. If money were no object, what things around the house would you upgrade? What would you buy that you have been denying yourself? Jot them down quickly and add others as you recognize changes you would like to make.

a.

b.

c.

3. List the characteristics, both albatross and gooney bird, that combine to make you unique.

a. (albatross) 

b. (albatross) 

c. (albatross) 

d. (gooney bird) 

e. (gooney bird) 

f. (gooney bird) 

4. Why do you think Messies deny themselves?



2 

the saver messie 

“If you don’t want it, give it to Susan. She takes everything.”

It’s true. Susan hates to see things go to waste, and she’s sure she’ll find a use for them, at least most of them—someday. So her basement, attic, garage, and every spare corner are crammed with things no one else wants. Susan’s not sure she wants them either, but she doesn’t dare get rid of them. If she throws something away, she is sure she will need it the next day. And besides, it’s too late to start saying no to people’s offers. They might think she is ungrateful. What’s a saver to do? Buy a bigger house?

Susan’s obsession with saving comes from her desire always to have whatever she or anyone else needs. Her mentality is not uncommon, but it’s only one of the many mind-sets that lead to uncontrolled saving.

Messies have very real reasons for doing what they do. And they feel very strongly about their reasons. Messies are generally logical and intelligent people. Although they may not like the disorganized lifestyle and the problems it causes, the things they do that keep it that way are consistent with how they think.

Messies have problems in three basic areas: saving too much, cluttering, and wasting time. As we look at these areas in the next three chapters, put a check beside the thinking patterns that fit you.

Saving 

1. Scarcity. Messies live on the verge of the next Great Depression. It has nothing to do with the state of the economy. Many people who have always lived in affluence hoard things because they fear, emotionally if not intellectually, that they will not have enough in the future. Is this a factor in your thinking?

2. Hobby. Some people so love saving that they develop specialties. Wealthy people do this with art or other collections. People of ordinary means love to collect too. They collect bottles, antiques, figurines, and so on. It gives them something to talk about, gives them something to do on vacation, and puts them in contact with friends and acquaintances they would not otherwise have. Sometimes it takes the form of gathering information on various subjects, either by clipping articles or printing them off the Internet.

Messies collect too many things, the wrong kind of things, and just junk. They are pack rats. Does collecting affect your house negatively?

3. Comfort. Some Messies find comfort in having a lot of belongings. They feel better when they have books, boxes, bottles, papers, clothes, and food around the house. Perhaps things are so out of order that having many of the same item gives them some assurance that they will be able to find at least one when they need it.

But it is more than that. These things become their friends, often substituting for real people who are being squeezed out of their lives by the clutter. Do you find comfort in things?

4. One-of-a-kind things. Some things are unique, so we reason, “If I don’t buy this rabbit-shaped butter mold now, I may never see one again. If I want it, I had better get it.” Have you ever done this type of gathering?

5. Guilt. Benjamin Franklin did much to set the tone for saving. Poor Richard’s Almanac is full of catchy sayings about it. His admonitions have followed us through history. Certainly wanton wastefulness is a bad idea. So is wanton saving, but nobody has made a slogan about that. What sayings have you built your life on? Two that are applicable to our situation are “Waste not, want not” and “A penny saved is a penny earned.”

Wanton wastefulness is a bad idea. So is wanton saving, but nobody has made a slogan about that.

What other slogans have set the stage for your over-collecting? Do you hear the echo of your mother, grandmother, or other family members warning you not to let go of anything? Do you ever feel guilty for doing it?

6. Bargains. The mantel clock was such a bargain she had to get it. Only a fool would pass up such an opportunity. But she didn’t have a mantel—or any other place to put it. It is evidence of her crafty buying skills, so she keeps it as a trophy. Do you buy things you don’t need simply because they are cheap?

7. Gratitude. The things we keep may be birthday or wedding gifts from relatives or secondhand junk from a friend, but they have two things in common: they are free, and they are associated with someone we love or care about. This makes them impossible to part with. They appeal to both our frugality and sentimentality. We feel that we have to take them and, what’s more, that we have to keep them. Do you have difficulty getting rid of useless gifts?

8. Sentimentality. Messies are afraid they will forget the past. Many do have poor memories. They need to be able to touch and hold things from the past to keep their memories alive. Messies take multiple snapshots, sometimes compulsively, to capture the present for posterity. Do you save to keep the past alive?

9. Anthropomorphism. No one except a Messie can fully understand the feeling that objects have a life of their own. The life they have is usually part of the life of the person who  owned them. If I get rid of something meaningful to me, I feel as if I am giving away part of myself. Even worse, if I get rid of something that has belonged to someone meaningful to me, I feel that I am giving away part of them and betraying their memory. It is more a feeling than a thought. Are you stymied  because your things are somehow a little bit alive and you must nurture them?

When you acquire things that don’t satisfy your need, no amount is ever enough.

When it came time for me to give away my last maternity dress, I put it on the bed each day so it could lie in state. I needed to do that for me to get used to the idea that it was going to leave my house and for it to get used to the idea that it was leaving. When Messies get rid of something, they often feel they must find a good home for it and check up on how it is getting along. This is difficult to do, so we decide it is easier to just keep things. Do you sometimes feel that things have feelings?

10. Fear. “What if the IRS should audit? I need to keep everything I might ever need!” It is true that everyone needs to keep records for tax purposes, but the reality is that if we keep all the stuff we’re afraid to throw away, we won’t be able to find the old income tax forms, much less the receipts and records that go with them, if we ever need them. We are afraid we will need receipts for the credit cards or for the department store or the light company or something. It is certainly a good idea to have what we need for these occasions, but the unreasonable fear that causes us to keep too much is as much trouble as keeping too little. The irony is that we keep so much that if we ever did need something, it would be impossible to find, buried in unnecessary papers. Do you keep all records just in case you will be asked to produce some of them sometime? Have you ever needed them?

11. Procrastination. Some Messies put off getting rid of things that require action. Every day the mailman delivers a new batch of problems for Messies. They don’t want to pay the bills until the due date, so they let them pile up. They don’t want to take the time right now to read the junk mail, so they keep it. They want to save the magazine for a more relaxing day, so they keep it. After only a few days they have a box full of “to do” reading. Then the boxes start piling up. Clutter is a pile of unmade decisions.

A procrastinating Messie told me that he wishes for a fire to get rid of the clutter. That way he could blame God, not himself, that some things never got done. Does procrastination cause clutter in your life?

12. Value. You and I both know that it is not right to get rid of things that have worth. Books and magazines contain valuable ideas. The pen is mightier than the sword. Messies believe they have power at their fingertips in this printed material. It doesn’t matter to them that some of those textbooks are so old that the ideas are long outdated. Nor does it matter that most of the books are packed away, and they don’t know where they are and can’t remember what’s in them. Their value is more imaginary than real.

Messies are unreasonably hopeful when it comes to the future value of things. They wildly imagine that some obscure item will become valuable. They even envision wild stories the neighbors will tell their children when it happens—“See that house over there? The person who lived in it kept almost everything he ever owned. One day in his basement he came across a mint condition first copy of a Superman comic book. That thing brought two million dollars at an auction. Now he’s moved away to a mansion. He used to be as poor as a church mouse; now he’s on easy street. I sure wish I had been as wise as he was and kept everything I ever laid my hands on.”

Many Messies collect things for the same reason others buy lottery tickets. They hope one day to strike it rich. Are you collecting because you think your items have or will have great value? Are the things you collect worth the trouble of living with them? What are they costing you on a daily basis to live with?

13. Posterity. There is a great temptation to keep things for the grandchildren—“They don’t make toys as good as the ones I bought for my children. What a thrill for little Billy to play with the bulldozer his dad had at his age.” And on it goes. Are you keeping things for posterity?

Messies collect things for the same reason others buy lottery tickets. They hope one day to strike it rich.

14. Mother of the world. For reasons discussed later in the book, Messies feel responsible for the whole world’s well-being. If anyone else in the neighborhood needs something, we think they should be able to come to us and get it. We save old catalogs just in case a neighbor’s child needs to get pictures for a school poster. The little kid who wants scrap wood for his project can find it at our house.

Why don’t these kids’ folks have the things they need? Because they are providing an orderly and clutter-free home, so the kids will be spared the confusion that exists at ours. Do you think you must be ready to provide for the unpredictable needs of others?

15. Habit. We have gotten so used to keeping things that we no longer bother to make a choice about them. If someone puts a flyer on our windshield, we keep it. If we are sent a coupon in the mail, we keep it. If the kids bring home stuff from school, we keep it all. When we receive a letter, we even keep the empty envelope. With few exceptions, we keep everything that comes to our hands. It is our way of life. Do you keep things without thinking about whether or not you really need them?

16. Creativity. Those who perceive themselves as creative like to find creative uses for junk. They cut up a bleach bottle and use it to hold clothespins on the clothesline. They cut the feet off ruined panty hose and fill them with soap slivers for bathing. And they save things they don’t have a use for just in case they think of one. They don’t know what to do with all their old butter tubs, but they are too good to throw away.

I once caught myself wanting to save the underwires that I had removed from bras. I thought about painting them and making Christmas ornaments. Now really! Who wants bra underwire Christmas ornaments? But such is our desire to save for creativity. It is part of the Messie’s make-do mentality. Do you have the creative urge to make things from junk?

17. Rebellion. If someone got rid of your things when you were a child, perhaps you keep stuff to show that you now have power over your own things. In this case, the more your mom or husband urges you to get rid of things, the more determined you are to keep them. Now that you are grown up, you can clutter to your heart’s content and no one can stop you. Are you a rebellious clutterer?

18. Satisfaction. Some people try to get something from their belongings that belongings were never meant to give. Because people are unfulfilled and cannot find satisfaction, they keep gathering more and more stuff, hoping that one day it will satisfy them. But it never does. Look at the word fulfilled. It means “filled full.” They think that if they get filled full enough they will feel fulfilled. The truth is, when you acquire things that don’t satisfy your need, no amount is ever enough. Are you looking for satisfaction in the things you save?

19. Holidays. The holidays, traditionally, are times of overdoing. People overeat, overbuy, overcelebrate, and overwork. It is not surprising that many people also overdo on holiday collecting. The stores are full of decorations that convince us we need every one. Collectors reason that they can pass them to their grandchildren if they get too many. This kind of collecting is hard to resist for sentimental Messies. Do you overbuy during the holidays?

“I can’t seem to chip away at my own junk buildup,” wrote Roberta Katchen Stein in the Chicago Tribune (July 29, 1984). “I cling to my backlog of possessions as zealously as Peter Pan stuck to his shadow.”

If you and your possessions are inseparable, it’s time to reassess your situation.

Hoarding 

Some of the people who read this book will fall into a category of saving behavior beyond what is common among Messies. These people have the same characteristics as those mentioned above; however, they save things to such a great degree that it falls into a category all its own. We call that category hoarding. For purposes of discussion, we will call the folks who fall into this group hoarders.

Let me hasten to mention that the word hoarders is not meant as finger pointing. Those who hoard are usually very fine people who have many good characteristics. They are often quite intelligent, have good values, are pleasant to be with, are hard workers, and are overall contributors to society. People who hoard are not crazy. They have, however, lost control of a very important area of their lives. The reason I stress these positive points is that hoarding carries with it a lot of shame and brings a lot of condemnation from society and sometimes from governmental agencies.

It was not until the late l980s that hoarding began to be studied. Randy Frost of Smith College, a psychologist and leading pioneer in the field, recounts that it was a student’s question in a psychology class on obsessive-compulsive disorders that pointed out the fact that hoarding was a neglected area of study. Since then, researchers have begun to study the problem.

Although hoarding is usually studied in the obsessive-compulsive disorder context, it does not follow the patterns of excessive hand-washing and other more well-known behavior rituals. One of the differences is that the person who collects is usually not distressed by the accumulation of possessions the way people with other kinds of obsessive-compulsive disorders are. Typically, they reject offers of help.

Gathering pets, often cats, is common. Hoarders find comfort, enjoyment, even safety from having their things around them or safely stored elsewhere. They may, however, become distressed with the results of their hoarding. Frequently, they become reclusive in order to avoid unpleasant consequences.

These consequences may occur when their family puts pressure on them to change, when social services threaten to remove children from the home, when the landlord threatens eviction, when city health officials threaten punitive action, or when life becomes too complicated because of their inability to function in the home. Under these circumstances, they may be willing to accept help or, in some cases, even ask for help in changing.

Even then, however, the hoarder finds it difficult to give up cherished belongings. Their chief discomfort comes from the fear they feel if they are asked to part with their things. They want to solve the problem without letting go of them. To overcome these barriers, various avenues of help are possible. Remember, hoarding is not intrinsically morally wrong or illegal. It is important to respect the hoarder’s autonomy as much as the circumstances will allow. Of course, sometimes legal, health, safety, or even personal factors don’t give a lot of leeway in this area.

• The hoarder may consent to work with family and friends if there is a clear understanding of what the hoarder is willing and not willing to discard or change. Experience indicates that those who help a hoarder in this way should have a clear, preferably written, “contract” to guide them as they work with the hoarder’s belongings. My twenty-four-page booklet on the self-help approach called I’ve Got to Get Rid of This Stuff is available from Messies Anonymous (www.messies.com). In the book Conquering Chronic Disorganization, Judith Kolberg outlines an excellent “battle plan” for utilizing outside help in seriously disorganized homes. It may easily be adapted to helping a hoarder.

• Mental health professionals with success in the area of treating hoarding may be helpful. Seek out behavioral psychologists who focus on the goal of behavior change. Medication used for other obsessive-compulsive disorders is sometimes helpful.

• Hoarding may have several causes. For help with hoarding behavior that may be related to obsessive-compulsive disorders, call the Obsessive-Compulsive Foundation in Milford, Connecticut, at (203) 878-5669.

• Professional organizers with training in the area of hoarding are available for guidance. The National Study Group on Chronic Disorganization, associated with the National Association of Professional Organizers (www.napo.net), is probably the best resource for help in this area.

Assess the Mess 

1. List the factors mentioned in this chapter that cause you to save too much. Add any others that you have thought of.

a.

b.

c.

d.

2. Give examples of how these factors affect you. Do you lose things in the multitude of belongings? Do you keep people out? Do you turn down invitations because you have to stay home and organize?

a.

b.

c.

d.

3. Do you see yourself (or someone you love) as a serious hoarder? If so, list several steps you will take to begin to address the problem.

a.

b.

c.

d.
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