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            This book is dedicated to two groups: 



            
            
         

         
         
         First, to those clutter collectors who feel there is no hope for their mounds of jumbled stuff. May this book bring you relief, help, and hope. 



         
         
         
         
         Second, to my husband's and my friends and family, including our kids, kids-in-law, and our nine glorious grandchildren, who are shining lights of endless delight, and to Bruce Karder, husband, business partner, lover, wind beneath my wings, goofy guy, adviser, greatest supporter, best friend, and—alas—King of Klutter.
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            Years ago, my best friend would never walk into my house because the clutter all over my kitchen counters and floors made her nervous. One day she offered to come over and help me sort through and get rid of all that mess. The first thing she picked up was a coupon for fifteen cents off a box of cereal. The coupon had expired over eighteen months earlier. She set it down, picked up her purse, and said, "Rita, let's go to my house and have a cup of coffee."

            
            
         

         
         
         As a "Recovered Pack Rat," I am writing this book to pass on to you what I've learned, as well as tips from other people who are working on their clutter. To protect the privacy of those who have contributed their stories, I've used first names and composites.

         
         
         
         
         People of all ages, occupations, educational levels, and geographic locations suffer from clutter. And they all tend to ask the same questions and have a strong need to understand: How does clutter accumulate so fast? Is there any way to get rid of it that is easy and painless?

         
         
         
         
         Several years ago I wrote a book about how to stop procrastinating. Many readers e-mailed to tell me that they were grateful for the book and that it helped them become procrastination-free. They often went on to ask, "Now what do I do about the clutter in my life?"
         

         
         
         
         
         Clutter is a chief source of stress, headaches, embarrassment, and anxiety these days. Recently I asked a question about clutter in my e-zine, sent it out, then left on a four-day trip. When I returned, my e-mail account was jammed with hundreds of responses, all eager to tell me their "Frustrating Clutter Stories." These stories ranged from family battles over clutter to terrible conflicts at work due to papers lost "somewhere in the office." Sidetracked dreams, lost treasures, stress, guilt, and anxiety were all common themes among these tales of clutter woe. And all of the respondents begged for advice on conquering the clutter that seemed to be overtaking their lives.

         
         
         
         
         Throughout this book, you'll find advice, anecdotes, tips, and quizzes to help you more clearly identify the what, where, how, and why of your clutter, and thereby gain a better grasp of your specific clutter situation. You will see that: 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            • Clutter is just a habit—one you can break.

            
            
         

         
         
         • There is a definite connection between clutter and procrastination.

         
         
         
         
         • There are many gentle (not heart-wrenching) ways to get rid of your clutter.

         
         
         
         
         • Once you clutter-bust, not only is it easier to findplaces for your remaining stuff, but it is easier to find your remaining stuff.
         

         
         
         
         
         • There are steps you can take to keep clutter from returning.



         
         
         
         
         
            
            Once you have conquered your clutter, you'll be amazed at how terrific it is to feel in control of your belongings instead of vice versa; you have more energy and space, fewer distractions and anxieties. You can't imagine how light and fantastic you will feel when you are free of all that is cluttering up your life.

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            Part I
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            When Enough

Becomes Too Much

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
            
            1

            
            
         
         
         
         How Did I Accumulate 
All This Stuff?
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         Life is not a having and getting, 

         
         
         but a being and a doing.

         
         
         
         
         —anonymous

         
         
         
         
             
            Dear Rita, the Clutter Buster, 

            
            
         
         
         
         We came home recently to find police cars at our house. We'd been burglarized and before going into the house, a police officer took me aside and said, "Let me warn you: These thugs totally trashed your house. Tell your wife to brace herself. It will take you weeks to clear up the mess they made."

         
         
         
         
         So we went in, looked around, and the thieves hadn't touched a thing. Everything was just the way we left it. What the cop thought was "the mess they made" is just the way we live.

         
         
         
         
         I love all my stuff and have argued that it isn't clutter, but deep down always knew that it was. Now I have to admit it does seem that something is wrong here—my stuff is out of control. I'm possibly the most disorganized person in the world, and I've promised that tomorrow I've got to get organized . . . but I'm discouraged and don't really believe there's hope for me. Is there?

         
         
         
         
         Sincerely, 

         
         
         
         
         Overwhelmed, in Oshkosh, Wisconsin

         
         
         
         
         Yes, there is hope.

         
         
         
         
         Being surrounded with clutter is not a personality flaw or a character trait; it's a habit you can learn to break. Actually, clutter stems from four bad habits, which I call the Deadly Sins of Clutter. Do you:



         
         
         
         
            
            • Save everything (whether you need it or want it or not)?
            

            
            
         
         
         
         • Insist on bringing home (or allowing into your home) stuff you don't need?
         

         
         
         
         
         • Never assign a place where each thing belongs?
         

         
         
         
         
         • Set things aside or drop them, intending "to put them away later"?


         

         
         
         
         
           
            The first two habits account for how clutter comes into your life and doesn't leave. The last two represent a failure to follow the adage "A place for everything, and everything in its place." If you have any or all of these habits, you've got clutter. Breaking even just one of these habits will automatically decrease your clutter.

            
            
         
         
         
         You might say, "Wait a minute! My clutter doesn't come from those Deadly Sins. It comes from being disorganized."

         
         
         
         
         TOO TRUE TO ARGUE 

         
         
         Emmett's Basic Clutter Fact: If you plan to get organized tomorrow, you've got to de-clutter today.

         
         
         Getting organized when you're surrounded by clutter is so difficult, it's almost impossible. But getting organized once your clutter is gone is almost effortless. 



         
         
         
         
            
            Understand this: Whether you are organized or not, if you stopped each of these four Deadly Sins of Clutter, your clutter would disappear.

            
            
         
         
         
         Webster's New World College Dictionary defines clutter as "a number of things scattered in a disordered jumble." However, two people might disagree on what is a disordered jumble. I think stuff becomes clutter when: 


         

         
         
         
         
            
            • It creates problems, stress, or embarrassment.

            
            
         
         
         
         • You don't know what you have or can't find what you have.

         
         
         
         
         • It keeps you from using an area, place, or thing for its intended purpose.

         
         
         
         
         • It impairs your ability to function. 



         
         
         
         
            
            THE DINING-ROOM-TABLE FILE SYSTEM

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Before I converted from my cluttered way of living, I bragged that we were a casual, informal family who preferred to eat our meals in the kitchen instead of the dining room. The true story was that my dining room table was stacked so high with papers, books, and stuff, it would have taken me hours to clear it off.

            
            
         
         
         
         I was embarrassed by the mess, and when company came, I'd scoop everything into a box and stash it in a closet. That would create total chaos later because we'd lose track of everything in the box. Often bills or important papers were misplaced or forgotten because they were buried on that dining room table or in a closet.
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            Like many people, I was "clutter numb"—I didn't notice clutter as it piled up until there was too much to ignore.

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            WE ARE THE CLUTTER GENERATION

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Never in the history of the world has any generation been as overwhelmed with stuff and clutter as we are. Which generation do I mean? All of us. Whether you are a great-grandparent or a preteen or anyone in between, you have piles more stuff than any great-grandparent or preteen from years gone by.

            
            
         
         
         
         According to the Avery newsletter Great Results, the average three-bedroom house today contains approximately 350,000 items. What a contrast to the olden days, when a family could pack up everything they owned into a cart or wagon to travel to another place.
         

         
         
         
         
         CULTIVATE A SIMPLE HABIT

         
         
         If it takes less than one minute, do it now.

         
         
         Hang up that shirt, put a book back in the bookcase, rinse off a plate and put it in the dishwasher. Life-changing habits! 



         
         
         
         
         A century ago, most people probably could not imagine why anyone would ever need four or five pairs of shoes, eight pairs of pants, or ten dresses. Just a generation or two ago, even the wealthy didn't possess nearly the amount of printed material that today's average household owns. Back then, it was a lot easier to find a place to put everything because there were not that many things to put away.

         
         
         
         
         TOO TRUE TO ARGUE 

         
         
         Emmett's Second Clutter Fact: If you don't have a place to put something, you've got clutter.

         
         
         Cleaning professionals say that getting rid of excess clutter would eliminate 40 percent of the housework in an average home. If that doesn't motivate you to want to become a clutter-busting expert, what will? 



         
         
         
         
         In one of my "clutter-busting seminars," Brad, a father of three, said that his grandmother used to tell stories of how thrilled she was as a little girl when her father carved a wooden horse for her birthday gift. Brad went on to say that many children today have more toys than they could ever play with, and most would not be excited if all they received was one handmade toy for their birthday.

         
         
         
         
         Another big difference is that most members of the generations before us lived by the adage "Don't replace it. Repair it." My parents certainly preached that, but the advice hardly applies today. It's not possible to repair many of the appliances that have computer chips in them, and even when you take something in to be repaired, the person you deal with may well tell you that it would be a lot cheaper to buy a new one.

         
         
         
         
         Generations before us had much less stuff pouring into their lives. Here's a quote from Good Housekeeping, August 1952: "Your possessions express your personality. Few things, including clothes, are more personal than your cherished ornaments. The pioneer women, who crossed a wild continent clutching their treasures to them, knew that a clock, a picture, a pair of candlesticks, meant home, even in the wilderness." What do all our possessions today express about our personalities?
         

         
         
         
         
         During a seminar, a speaker recently claimed, "Research says that today's generation never uses 80 percent of what we keep." I don't know the source of that research, but based on my observations, I believe it to be true for most of us. When you feel swamped or overwhelmed by your things or papers, realize that because your parents never had to handle this kind of clutter, you probably were never taught any clutter-management skills.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            DON'T MESS WITH MY MESS

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Many people are like the letter writer at the beginning of this chapter; for them, clutter is so much a part of their lifestyle, they seem unaware of it. They become so accustomed to their clutter, they don't realize how much time and energy they spend searching through it, stepping over it, walking around it, and trying to ignore it.

            
            
         
         
         
         When this clutter is brought to their attention, they may defiantly declare, "Don't mess with my mess!" They claim that no matter how big the jumble, they can immediately find whatever it is they are looking for. But nine out of ten times, they're kidding themselves. They block out of their memories all the time spent shuffling and searching, all the stress, headaches, and anxiety as they frantically look for something they need fast that keeps eluding them, and all the things that are never, ever located when needed.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            "A You've Got Clutter" Quiz

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            What's your favorite reason for holding on to an item? 



            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            A. It's good as new.

            
            
         
         
         
         B. It's too good to throw out.

         
         
         
         
         C. It might be useful someday.

         
         
         
         
         D. It might be valuable someday.

         
         
         
         
         E. It's inherited or was received as a loving gift from someone.

         
         
         
         
         F. It's part of a collection.

         
         
         
         
         G. Somebody else might need it. . . someday.

         
         
         
         
         H. I'm going to fix it or find a use for it someday.

         
         
         
         
         I. Nothing should ever, ever, ever be thrown away!

         
         
         
         
         J. All of the above. 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            If you selected three or more of these statements, you need to work on the first Deadly Sin, "Save everything (whether you need it or want it or not)."

            
            
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            CAGED AND WILD CLUTTER

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Have you ever heard a great tip to get rid of clutter, and when you tried it, it didn't work? Either the tip didn't make the clutter go away, or the clutter went away only to return a week later.
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         I think I've discovered why some clutter tips just don't work. In reality, there are two types of clutter—and they require different kinds of strategies. Like jungle animals, clutter can be "wild" or "caged."

         
         
         
         
         Caged clutter is usually out of sight, and like an animal, when clutter is in its "cage," it tends to be contained and "under con­trol" (though not completely). For example, when you don't know where to put something, you put it in a place designated to hold clutter—a desk junk drawer, perhaps, or a kitchen "hell drawer." Other spots for caged clutter include: 


         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            • files

            
            
         
         
         
         • an "in box"

         
         
         
         
         • under the bed

         
         
         
         
         • attic or crawl space

         
         
         
         
         • garage

         
         
         
         
         • basement

         
         
         
         
         • a spare room 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            In contrast to caged clutter, wild clutter accumulates right out in the open, where it bugs you, embarrasses you, or makes you crazy. Things slither into places they don't belong, usually someplace right in front of your face like your desk, dining room table, or bedroom floor.

            
            
         
         
         
         There are lots of other places wild clutter can accumulate. For example: 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            • kitchen counters

            
            
         
         
         
         • tops of file cabinets

         
         
         
         
         • inside vehicles

         
         
         
         
         • coffee tables

         
         
         
         
         • purses and wallets

         
         
         
         
         • office floors

         
         
         
         
         • tops of refrigerators

         
         
         
         
         • nightstands

         
         
         
         
         • corners of rooms 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            Wild clutter has no boundaries; it prowls and roams wherever it pleases, and like that jungle animal, it's more potentially dangerous than caged clutter. In this case, because it causes more stress, guilt, and anxiety.

            
            
         
         
         
         A caged-clutter tip might not work on wild clutter. For instance, a tip to put things in containers makes sense for caged clutter (such as your garage clutter or your junk-drawer clutter). But if your bedroom or office floor is strewn with tons of junky clutter, bringing several containers into the room may just compound the problem. Besides, you don't have a clue what you'll be finding in that stack of clutter, so how would you even know what kind of containers to get? Or how many?

         
         
         
         
         
            
            THE PITFALLS OF PROCRASTINATION PLATEAUS

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Both wild and caged clutter often result from procrastination. Take a look at that accumulation on your dining room table, your kitchen counters, or your desk. Many times the clutter is the result of your screeching to a halt at one of these Procrastination Plateaus. 



            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            1. The "Will I Keep This?" Plateau: "I can't decide whether I want to keep this or not. So I'll set it down here for just a minute and I'll decide later."

            
            
         
         
         
         2. The "Where Will I Put This?" Plateau: "Well, I've decided that I am going to keep this, but now I can't decide where to keep it. So I'll set it down here for just a minute and I'll decide later." Or the equally insidious "How Will I Get Rid of This?" Plateau: "Well, I've decided that I'm not going to keep this, but now I can't decide how to get rid of it. So I'll set it . . ." You know the drill.
         

         
         
         
         
         3. The "I'm So Exhausted" Plateau: "Well, I've decided to keep it and I've decided where to put it. But I'm just too exhausted to put it there. So I'll set it down here for just a minute and put it away later." 


         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            If you stop on any of the plateaus—ka-boom! You've got clutter. The solution is to recognize when you are pausing on one of these plateaus, and that putting off decisions leads to clutter. Most of the time, simply realizing that you have hit a Procrastination Plateau is all you need to counterattack those "I'll do it later" episodes, and scramble off that plateau right then and there. No matter which plateau you are on, the solution is the same one you've heard all your life: Do it now. What is new and the real key is to add: Decide It Now.

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Is CLUTTER EVER TAME?

            
            
         
         
         
         (HINT: THIS Is A TRICK QUESTION)

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Alas, my metaphor limps in one regard. With animals, there is a third category. Besides wild and caged, there are tame animals, which we call pets. The term does not apply to clutter because once your clutter is tamed, it's no longer clutter.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Consider, for example, Georgia's experience with clutter. While she was growing up, her mother had often told her that everybody has a "hell drawer" in their kitchen, overflowing with junky, useless stuff that they cannot throw out. Georgia believed this was true until one day about three years ago, when she bought a big box of little containers at a garage sale. She went home, ran them through the dishwasher (because they were dusty and grungy), then went through the house looking for places that needed little containers, places that contained caged clutter.

         
         
         
         
         She emptied everything out of her hell drawer and sorted items by category, putting all the rubber bands in one little square container, all the pens in a rectangular container, the thumbtacks in a round one, and so forth. Then she threw out probably half of what was in there—because Georgia finally admitted she had no use for it and probably never would. (To this day, she doesn't know what she planned to do with a million itty-bitty pieces of string, and thirty-seven smashed bows from holiday gifts.)

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, her caged clutter was tamed. And it's been fairly easy for Georgia and her son Ricky to put items back into their designated containers. Georgia's hell drawer no longer makes her feel guilty or crazy or stupid or messy or sloppy or like "Tomorrow I've got to get organized." In truth, it's no longer a hell drawer.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Once clutter is tamed and stays tamed, it is no longer clutter.

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            TYPES OF CLUTTERERS

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Most people have some sort of clutter in their lives at one time or another, and you'll probably recognize yourself in one of these categories,* depending on the amount of clutter you accumulate.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Clutter Glutton

         
         
         
         
         You are a Clutter Glutton if you collect too much stuff for your living or working space and have a hard time getting rid of things, but you try to keep clutter under control by establishing more cages for it. Sometimes, when you survey all your accumulations, you are "clutter numb" and just don't see how cluttered your surroundings are. But eventually the time comes when you recognize what a mess you are in and experience a range of emotions: 


         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            • You feel swamped or overwhelmed by all your belongings.

            
            
         
         
         
         • You are filled with anxiety, guilt, and stress.

         
         
         
         
         • You regret the lost and wasted time spent giving space to, caring for, and rummaging through your stuff. 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            At that point you may decide to put an end to the chaos and begin a frenzied clutter-busting spree.

            
            
         
         
         
         The Pack Rat

         
         
         
         
         The Pack Rat has more extreme clutter. If you are one, you bring home, collect, and save a wide assortment of ordinary or wonderfully weird items. Not only do you have no earthly use for these items, but you do not want to get rid of any of them . . . not ever.

         
         
         
         
         If you're a Pack Rat, you know that you're not highly functional. You lose important information, and you miss deadlines. You say, "I didn't have time to do that," but deep in your heart you know you actually forget to do things because your mind is overwhelmed with all the stuff piled around you. You lose invitations or other information telling you the time and place of business and social appointments. You often think, "Someday I've got to get organized," but it never happens.

         
         
         
         
         Too TRUE TO ARGUE 

         
         
         Emmett's Third Clutter Fact: When you have chaos and clutter in your work or living space, you have chaos and clutter in your mind and in your heart.

         
         
         When clutter surrounds you, your mind becomes jumbled;

         
         
         it's hard to focus, hard to establish priorities and decide what you should be taking care of first, hard to think clearly or to even know what you feel. 



         
         
         
         
         When you stop and view all your clutter, you come up with a million rationalizations and excuses for why you should keep every single thing. You truly believe you or somebody else will use these items someday, and it breaks your heart to throw away perfectly good stuff that someone somewhere somehow someday might find a use for.

         
         
         
         
         It takes a lot for a Pack Rat to start getting rid of stuff. Most often what moves you to this point is not an internal awareness but an external circumstance such as company coming, the need for more room, the necessity to find something important among the clutter, or your spouse threatening divorce or murder.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            WHAT'S YOUR CLUTTER STYLE?

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            There are many methods people employ to bring clutter into their lives. Some are shared by everyone and some are unique. Whether you are a clutter glutton or the more extreme Pack Rat, you'll probably recognize at least one of these many styles of accumulating clutter.

            
            
         
         
         
         The Shopper

         
         
         
         
         You shop as if a giant vacuum cleaner is sucking every item in sight right into your hands or shopping cart. If an item is on sale, you'll buy not one but a dozen. You can come up with plenty of reasons for making this purchase, but the main one is that it was a good deal.

         
         
         
         
         The Receiver

         
         
         
         
         When Jim's friends and acquaintances de-cluttered, they would come across stacks of junk that was just too good to throw out. Jim wondered if he had Receiver tattooed across his forehead, because everyone gave him their hand-me-downs, castoffs, and just plain junk.
         

         
         
         
         
         The weird thing was, as Jim looks back on it, he actually encouraged that behavior because he always would act delighted to receive the other person's trash and he'd happily tell him or her that he could use it all. While the other people got rid of clutter, he added to his; then he would feel frustrated and embarrassed about all the clutter in his home and office.

         
         
         
         
         Over time, Jim learned how to stop being a Receiver. It's not that hard, and if this is your clutter style, you can do the same. This book will give you step-by-step directions.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            CULTIVATE A SIMPLE HABIT

            
            
            When people are dumping their clutter And offer to give it to you,

            
            
            No matter how much that you want it,

            
            
            You know what's the right thing to do.
            

            
            
            'Cause furniture, books, and old clothing

            
            
            Are things they're delighted to give,

            
            
            But don't bring home any items
            

            
            
            Unless they have someplace to live.

            
            
         
         
         
         The Crusader Collector

         
         
         
         
         You do not collect only beautiful, valuable, or rare items. No, you'll usually collect anything and everything: broken toasters, rubber bands, chewed-up pencils, cars that don't work. You are sensational at seeing the potential in the lowliest of things. Unfortunately, those things never seem to realize their potential, but you keep them anyway.

         
         
         
         
         The Duplicator

         
         
         
         
         Have you ever, during a clutter-busting session, been shocked to discover that you had several of the same item for no apparent reason? Long ago, while cleaning out my kitchen cabinets, I came across nine bottles of green food color. And I had used only a couple of drops from each.
         

         
         
         
         
         Before Deb conquered her clutter, the ritual at her house, when they couldn't find what they needed "right now," was to go out and buy another. Then they were constantly finding duplicates of the oddest things. She remembers one evening when she, her husband, and their son were sorting through some boxes they found in the basement. They came across twelve eyeglass cases (nobody in the house wears glasses) and five copies of John Denver and the Muppets Celebrate Christmas. Nobody could explain why one family would own all that.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Hobbyist

         
         
         
         
         People have all kinds of hobbies. Some hobbies, like carpentry and sewing, are practical, while others, such as whittling toothpicks out of chunks of wood, are not. But people are passionate about their hobbies and will tell you that while working on them they lose track of time, and what they're doing never feels like work.

         
         
         
         
         Hobbyists collect and accumulate all sorts of supplies, equipment, books, and tools. These fabrics, metals, beads, threads, wax, glass, paints, chunks of wood, et cetera often are odd sizes and shapes, and cannot be made to look neat or uniform. (What do you pack a telescope into?)

         
         
         
         
         Renee's husband has a whole room of their house filled with his model trains. Why? "Because our children decided to grow up and move out," she explained. "Also because he's married to a woman kind enough to give up her cherished guest room for teeny, tiny towns that his trains run through." Most people don't have the luxury of a whole room for their hobby.

         
         
         
         
         It's wonderful if you have a cabinet or closet for your paraphernalia, but often you can't devote an entire area to your accumulation. Many crafters have the habit of once a year getting rid of unused beads, fabric, and other items, aware that they will start to gather more in no time. Otherwise, they often end up tucking thee things away and forgetting about them anyway. To have a regular system of giving away some of your stuff forces you to "take inventory" once in a while.

         
         
         
         
         One important tip for organizing your hobby: Keep similar items together, and if it's possible to box them up, label the boxes with as much detailed explanation as possible. True, you can't pack up everything—that stationary bike is a bit cumbersome to stuff in a box—but the more you can make things look neat, the less cluttered you will feel.

         
         
         
         
         Another good tip is to set boundaries on your beloved accumulations. When the yarn or drawings or tiles or glass or whatever reach a certain level, stop collecting and start disposing. You know in your heart that in the blink of an eye, more will come your way.

         
         
         
         
         The Caregiver

         
         
         
         
         Carol used to buy things she didn't need but thought a family member, friend, or coworker might need someday. She finally stopped that behavior after taking a few minutes to really think about what she was doing. If somebody ever did need what she had bought, she would have forgotten she had it because it would be buried under all the clutter. And if she did remember that she had it, she had to be honest and admit that she would never know where to start looking for it, and nine times out of ten, she could not find what the person needed.

         
         
         
         
         All the stuff she was saving was just sitting there doing no good for anyone. So Carol decided that if she really wanted to take care of people, she would donate all those items to her church when it had a drive to help the poor. That way Carol's "caring gifts" could be distributed to people who would love and cherish them.

         
         
         
         
                                                 JOBS THAT PROMOTE CLUTTER

         
         
         Many people work in fields that promote and generate stuff that might look like clutter but is necessary to the profession. Examples include sales (especially with samples and promotional products), art, publishing, tailoring/sewing, carpentry, landscaping, decorating, writing, designing, and floristry.

         
         
         Madeline, after working in nonprofit companies for two decades, became a high-school teacher a few years ago. She was amazed by the amount of teacher-related materials she had to make room for at home, adding to clutter from her previous jobs and the usual household accumulations.

         
         
         Your line of work can have a tremendous impact on your home clutter. In order to be professional and do a superior job, you might have to accumulate a lot of stuff. Then, because you sometimes work at home or think about work-related things at home (or maybe you ran out of room at work), you start to bring stuff home.
         

         
         
         The situation gets compounded if you leave one job, bring home all that you've collected over the years, then switch careers but feel you must keep everything from the first place just in case you decide to return to that original occupation. Now you have all the usual household clutter, plus the clutter you've accrued in one, or maybe even more, of your careers. At this point, you start to feel like a giant clutter-magnet.

         
         
         There's another reason why you accumulate so much. You may gather things around you because you truly love your work and want to surround yourself with work-related items in your home life. You then save them forever just because they are beautiful and they nourish your soul.

         
         
         That's what Jo-Anne's mother did. She designed costumes for the Metropolitan Opera in New York and had a great eye for unusual and beautiful fabrics. She would buy a piece of cloth just because it was beautiful. Sometimes she would use it to make a cushion or a blouse, but mostly it just accumulated in a cedar chest or in boxes or on her sewing table.

         
         
         For twenty years after her mother died, Jo-Anne stored that fabric, packing it up and carting it every time she moved to a new place. Finally, she decided to give it all to the Refugee Furniture Bank in Toronto, Canada, and a talented woman there turned the fabric into cushion covers, place mats, and drapes. Now many new residents of Canada are enjoying the beautiful fabrics that had been collected by Jo-Anne's mother. But think of how much time and energy packing and unpacking and how much space Jo-Anne's mother and then Jo-Anne had devoted to that fabric all those years.
         

         
         
         
         If you are swamped by business-related clutter as well as personal clutter, take comfort in knowing that the clutter-busting techniques in this book apply to both types of clutter.

         
         
         
         Three warnings for people who work in clutter-attracting fields:



         
         
         

         
         1. Do not allow so much stuff to come into your work and living space that you're forced to stash away most of it to the extent that years go by without your seeing it.

         
         
         2. Just because your work/creative things resemble clutter, don't give yourself permission to accumulate clutter in other areas of your life.

         
         
         3. Learn to set boundaries, to limit the amount of stuff you will allow to pour into your life. Dispose of or refuse to acquire anything beyond that limit. 



         
         
         
         
         Now Carol can admit that she used to buy so much mainly because she enjoyed buying. Facing that truth enabled her to cut back significantly on her purchases . . . and her clutter. 



         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            A "You've Got Clutter" Quiz

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Ask yourself, do I keep bringing more clutter into my life by:

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            A. Saying yes to everything everybody ever offers to give me?

            
            
         
         
         
         B. Keeping every gift anyone has ever given me because I believe that's how you show love and feel loved?

         
         
         
         
         C Finding great bargains that I cannot pass up at garage, estate, and rummage sales and flea markets?

         
         
         
         
         D. Finding wonderful things that people throw away? 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            If you answered yes to any of these questions, you need to work on the second Deadly Sin: You insist on bringing home stuff you don't need.

            
            
         
         
         
         
         
         The Parent Curator

         
         
         
         
         You have kept mementos of your children from when they were little to when they graduated from school, and beyond. Yet isn't it true that a few beloved items can evoke memories just as well as a huge collection of your children's things? A few baby clothes and one or two pieces of their artwork will work as well as several outfits and boxes of their artwork.

         
         
         
         
         What is the purpose of mementos if you never look at them? Don't confuse clutter with memories. Your memories are in your heart, and you don't need to keep mementos from each stage of your child's childhood to cherish those memories. Separate the memory from the object.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            WHY IS IT HARD TO LET GO OF STUFF?

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            Whether you have bought, found, collected, or been given your clutter doesn't matter. You now have a pretty good grasp of how clutter comes to live with you. Let's move on to some solutions, starting with a change in thought patterns.

            
            
         
         
         
         You may say you hang on to clutter because you cherish your belongings. That may be true of a portion of your clutter, but the real reason is that you simply cannot throw it away. Let's explore some thoughts that might help you let go of some of it.

         
         
         
         
         If you were poor as a child, saving rubber bands, boxes, and every chipped cookie jar you've ever owned may give you a sense of security. But if hard times hit, if you lose your job, you're not likely to support your family with eight thousand rubber bands and seven broken cookie jars.

         
         
         
         
                                                      Too TRUE TO ARGUE 



         
         
         1. To say, "My parents (friends, relatives, coworkers, or neighbors) are sort of downsizing, and I'm kind of absorbing their stuff' is the same as saying, "Somebody is throwing out clutter, and I'm catching it and bringing it into my home and adding to my clutter."

         
         
         2. To say, "I'm paying for a storage unit to store my stuff' is the same as saying, "I can't throw any of my stuff away, so I'll throw away money to pay to store stuff that I never need or use." 



         
         
         
         
         
         Is your reason for keeping clutter because somebody might need it someday? Let's be honest; how often has a needy friend asked you for a broken cookie jar?

         
         
         
         
         Are you keeping stuff you really don't like, use, need, or want because it might be valuable someday? Bear in mind that many people kept comic books, baseball cards, and Beanie Babies for years, only to find that when they tried to sell their "valuables," the buyers were willing to pay not much more than the purchase price. The time and space provided to these items over the years never paid off.
         

         
         
         
         
         For some people, the accumulation of all that stuff is caused by a fear of scarcity or deprivation. They buy and stock up on food or other things that they consider to be necessities because they tell themselves, "I might need this someday." The accrued items give them an odd sense of security. If you sincerely need a sense of security, try this: Develop the habit of saving small amounts of money on a regular basis. Over time it really will add up to big bucks, and that is much better security than those seventeen cases of paper towels and 159 cans of dog food you've been saving (especially if you haven't had a dog for the past three years).

         
         
         
         
         
         
         EXTRA CREDIT

         
         
         
         
         
            
            1. Prepare yourself to de-clutter by doing these mental exercises this week. 



            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            A. To help you get rid of some of your prized possessions, imagine: 

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            • Throwing out any of your possessions that are stained, broken, damaged beyond repair, or that nobody would ever want.

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            • Selling, donating, or giving to someone all those things you don't need that are too good to toss out and that somebody else might want.

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            • Saying good-bye to things that once brought joy and happy memories but now are in a dusty jumble of clutter. 

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            B. To stop bringing more clutter into your life, imagine:

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            • Saying no to whoever is giving you things to bring home.

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            • Walking past a "prize" that someone put out with the trash, and leaving it where it is.

            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            • Picking up something at a store, admiring it, and putting it back. 



            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            The more you practice these steps mentally, the easier it will be to eliminate some of your precious possessions and to resist the impulse to bring home more clutter. 



            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            2. Look at your work space and living space as if you are an outsider.

            
            
         
         
         
         Has clutter accumulated in places, but you were too "clutter numb" to notice? What areas startle you? Write them down.

         
         
         
                  

[image: id03]
        

         
         
         
            
             

3. Select one of those areas to work on. Every day (or every chance you get), "process" five items from that wild clutter.

            
            
         
         
         
         • Does the item have a happy home to live in? If so, put it there.

         
         
         
         
         • Does it not have a happy home? Assign one for it.
         

         
         
         
         
         • If, as you assess this area, you come across several items that you don't want to keep, get rid of them now.

         
         
         
         
          

4. Do you think your clutter accumulates because you:

         
         
         
         
         A. Save everything (whether you need it or want it or not)?

         
         
         
         
         B. Insist on bringing home (or allowing into your home) stuff you don't need?

         
         
         
         
         C. Never assign a place where each thing belongs?

         
         
         
         
         D. Set items aside until you "decide" about them?

         
         
         
         
         E. All of the above. 



         
         
         
         
         
            
            The insight gained here might help you know what to focus on. If your answer is "all of the above," don't let it discourage you. That's true for many of us. 



            
            
         
         
         
         
            
            5. Try out your new "Cultivate a Simple Habit" tip: If it takes less than one minute, do it now.

            
            
         
         
         
         
         
            
            *These categories are for behaviors of people with some degree of good mental health and do not include the Compulsive Hoarder, a third category. Compulsive hoarding is a little-understood behavior usually requiring professional counseling.

      
   
         
   


End of sample
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