
 W herever you 
look, life is 
crammed full. 
Whether it’s 
your wardrobe, 
diary, inbox or 
to-do list, there’s 

just too much stuff – and all this life 
clutter can weigh us down. 

Research shows we each spend an 
average of one year of our lives looking 
for lost items. Losing the clutter would 
eliminate 40% of housework in the 

Feeling beaten by overflowing cupboards and endless to-do lists? 
Here’s how a little streamlining can bring clarity and calm to your world

average home and a quarter of homes 
with a two-car garage can’t fit a car 
inside due to the stuff hoarded there. 

Inconvenience isn’t the only impact. 
A study at Princeton University found 
that when your space is cluttered, the 
chaos restricts your ability to focus, 
making you distracted and less able 
to process information. 

‘Clutter makes us anxious,’ explains 
Vicky Silverthorn, a member of the 
Association of Professional Declutterers 
and Organisers (apdo-uk.co.uk), who 

has decluttered for stars including 
Lily Allen, Sadie Frost and Sophie 
Dahl, and appears on This Morning’s 
Junk The Junk series. ‘I’ve had clients 
who are in a state of total despair. 
They don’t enjoy their homes. They 
ignore the clutter but feel guilty that 
they’re not tackling the issue. Stress 
levels are higher when you can’t find 
the things you need. You’re frustrated 
by areas being disorganised and badly 
functioning, and you waste time. A 
huge circle of stress can result, with  
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feelings of shame from your inability 
to run a home, and the guilt of ignoring 
a major task. Some clients have even 
stopped inviting friends round.’ 

Paring down and simplifying can 
have a hugely positive effect. ‘Imagine 
getting up in the morning and knowing 
exactly where your keys and purse are, 
and not having to scrabble through 
piles of papers to find a document you 
need,’ says Silverthorn. ‘It’s so freeing. You 
get a clear headspace and the time 
saved can be used for other important 
tasks or devoted to 
something that matters 
to you. It allows your 
home to function as it 
should: as a sanctuary 
you return to and 
enjoy after a hectic 
day. It allows you to 
live the life you want.’  

Silverthorn also 
believes any life change 
requires some level of 
clear out. ‘Any change will 
have an area of your home connected 
to it that needs to be prepared. For 
example, if you start a diet, you need to 
organise your kitchen to make your 
cooking easier and have fewer tempting 
snacks available. Or, if you’re starting 
a new job, streamline your wardrobe 
so you won’t waste time on “dud” outfits.’ 

So with such clarity and calmness to 

‘We spend  
an average 
of one year 
of our lives 
looking for 
lost items’

Have a digital detox 
in real life or online, humans can only manage meaningful relationships with about 150 people, according to Robin dunbar, 
director of the institute of Cognitive and evolutionary anthropology at oxford University and author of How Many Friends 

Does One Person Need? ‘this is the number of people you can have a relationship with involving trust and obligation,  
and where there’s some personal history, not just names and faces,’ says dunbar. Here’s how to slow the info flow…

Consider a cull
According to Cary Cooper, professor 

of organisational psychology at 
Lancaster University, ‘It’s important  

to declutter socially because it helps 
you move forward in life.’ If a person 
or Twitter feed makes you feel bad 
about yourself – say, with smug or 

bitchy posts – it’s time to lose them. 
people generally won’t notice if you 
de-friend or stop following them and 
they won’t receive any kind of alert.

Filter it down
Culling isn’t for everyone. ‘Some 

people like to have a lot of Facebook 
friends because it makes them feel 

cared about,’ says Cooper. There may 
also be reasons you feel you can’t get 
rid of people, such as old colleagues 

you may cross paths with again. In this 
case, get less of what you don’t want 
in your news feed by marking people 
as acquaintances rather than friends 

– again, they’ll never know.

Be selective
With Twitter, Cooper says you should 

be clear about your purpose. ‘The 
object is to tweet about what you care 
about and see what others think, not 
just to get more followers,’ he says. If 
the people you follow don’t serve a 

purpose, be ruthless. Also remember 
you don’t have to record everything. 

Research shows taking photos for 
social media stops us enjoying the 

moment and forming real memories.

halt the 
hoarDing
Dr Brian Young, consumer psychologist 
at the University of Exeter Business 
School, says one of the reasons we 
hang onto things we don’t need is 

what psychologists 
call the ‘endowment 
effect’, which imbues 
items with extra value 
simply because we 
own them. ‘Say I sold 
you an item for £5, 
and later asked to buy 
it back,’ says Dr Young. 
‘You’d add value to it, 
simply because it’s 
now yours, and would 
want to charge more 

for it, even though there’s no reason 
to.’  This is ascribed to the fact that 
once you own something, giving it  
up feels like a loss. 

We add a whole lot more value to 
things we’ve had for years, which  
are infused with our memories and 
personalities. Often, even if they’re 
completely useless and left in a box  

in the attic, we’d rather 
hang onto them than  
sell them for a figure  
that feels too low. 

There’s also a link with 
self-esteem. There’s an 
aspirational element  
to accumulating things, 
whether it’s a new phone, 
luxury handbag or the latest 
TV.  Through clever advertising, 
product placement in films and 
TV, and celebrity endorsement, 
we’re sold items as part of a 
better, more glamorous lifestyle 
and a reflection of our success. 

There can be other emotional 
drives to hang onto items, such as a 
link to a partner, friend or relative, or 
– more painfully – with someone who 
has passed away. People can feel that 
by throwing these things away, they 
are disrespecting that person. 

So how can we sort out what we 
need to keep, and separate ourselves 
from the rest?  

Change your view  
Look at each room like a visitor, or 
ask a friend to do it for you. Is the 
furniture arrangement encouraging 
clutter to build up? Do your kids really 
need all those toys? Beware of falling 
into the trap of simply creating more 
storage. ‘Buying more shelving or 

boxes isn’t decluttering,’ says Silverthorn. 
‘It just lets you hold onto more things.’ 

start small 
‘Any job, no matter how big or small, 
is satisfying to complete,’ says 
Silverthorn. ‘Even 20 minutes tidying 
a day will make you feel good and, if 
you commit to it, you won’t believe 
what you can achieve in a few weeks.’ 

Clean it to Clear it 
When decluttering a cupboard or 
drawer, first empty and clean it. ‘This 
makes you feel like you’re starting 
afresh, and it’s easier to be strict about 
what goes back in,’ says Silverthorn. 
‘Have a rubbish bag, charity bag  
and one for items you’ll sell.’ 

Pass on the Positive
‘Donating items to charity shops lets 
you tap into the joy the next owner 
will feel,’ says Silverthorn. ‘Whether 
it’s a book that an old lady picks up or 
a dress that a struggling mum finds, 

you’ll have made their day. Focusing  
on this makes it much easier to let go.’  
Once packed, put your charity bags  
in the car straight away to avoid the 
temptation to pull things out again. 

shift your Perspective
While you don’t have to chuck out 
every item with an emotional tie, try 
to separate them if you can. ‘One of 
my clients had a table she hated, but 
couldn’t get rid of because it was her 
late mum’s,’ says Silverthorn. ‘First, I got 
her to break the association – that it 
wasn’t her mum, it was a table. I also 
pointed out that when she saw it, she 
felt something negative, which wasn’t 
a good association to have with her 
mum. And lastly, by passing it on to 
someone who actually wanted it, she 
could turn it into a positive.’ 

Create exit Points
Have a box dedicated to decluttering. 
Place things in it and, if you haven’t 
taken it out in 10 days, take the box  

to the charity shop. This way, things 
are halfway out of your life instead of 
clogging up areas that you use daily. 

offload online
We’ve all kept items for years to ‘sell 
on eBay’, but ask yourself if you ever 
really will. It takes time to photograph, 
list items, pack and take them to the 
post office. Delegate the job to another 
member of the family – say, a teenager 
who could earn a cut of the profits –  
or use a company like stuffusell.co.uk.  

give Up the guilt  
‘People often hold onto items they 
don’t use as they feel guilty about 
how much money they’ve wasted,’ 
says Silverthorn. ‘I tell them that today 
is the day I’m giving them to feel guilty 
and hate themselves. Tomorrow, I’m 
giving them the gift of being guilt-free 
– no more allowed. By facing feelings, 
they change their approach and all 
sorts of things go flying out the door.’ 

avoid the Build-Up
If we can stop clutter collecting in the 
first place, we’ll make our lives easier. 
For paperwork, Silverthorn suggests 
buying a 10-15 drawer cabinet. Assign 
the drawers to health, cars, bills, personal 
paperwork and so on. When you pick 
up the post, walk towards the cabinet, 
opening the envelope. Items for filing 
are placed in the designated drawer; 
items that need to be actioned are put 
on top. As soon as you’ve actioned it, 
file it. ‘It works because it’s so simple,’ 
says Silverthorn. ‘When a drawer fills 
up, just bin things from the bottom so 
there’s no need for any big clear-outs.’ 

be gained from a simpler environment, 
why exactly do we end up allowing so 
much junk to build up around us?

tone DoWn 
the to-Do list
How long is your to-do list? In fact, 
how many lists do you have? Instead 
of multitasking and trying to do too 
much, we should simply do less… 

start single-tasking
Gary Keller’s book The One Thing 
advocates abandoning the scattergun 
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‘My HoaRding dRiveS My HUSBand Mad’
What’s it like when your other half is a compulsive hoarder? We asked one couple to spill the beans…

emailing to a short window every  
day, and choosing two things to do 
each day and completing them.

Do What’s important
In The Power of Doing Less, Fergus 
O’Connell’s contention is that certain 
things won’t get done – end of story. 
He gets people to write what’s ‘wildly 
important’ on the left of a page, then 
other things on the right. The bottom 
line is that things on the right won’t 
get done, so forget them. Put those 
on the left in order of priority, making 
decisions easy. ‘For me, number one  
is health, so every day I make time for 
a walk,’ says Fergus. ‘Number two is 
children, and three is bringing home 
the bacon – so if one of my children 
phones with a crisis, I deal with that 
before work. It gives you great clarity.’ 

She says...
Jenny Wood,  
36, is a writer 
from Stratford-
Upon-avon:
‘My husband says 
I’m a hoardoholic. 
In our loft, I have 

over 50 boxes. one contains every 
letter and card anyone “special” has 
ever sent me. There are eight boxes 
filled with magazines. Another houses 
the collection of novelty rubbers I’ve 
had since I was 10. There are 13 rolls 
of old wallpaper, three of my granny’s 
tea sets I’ve yet to use – plus a lot more.

‘I never bin clothes in case they come 
back in fashion, so I have to tie the 
doors shut on my two wardrobes. 
Every drawer is full while highlights in 
the shed include 32 tins of old paint 
and a wheelie bin full of bits of wood. 

‘Why am I so bad at throwing things 
out? My dad is partly to blame. His 
thrifty mother brought him up on a 
shoestring, so he keeps everything in 
case he needs it one day. I’ve grown 
up following his example. Need a 
spare battery? I have a box full. Want 
to fashion a princess Leia costume 
from an old sheet? I have five, ready 
and waiting. The other reason is that 

I’m very sentimental. I love looking at old 
cards and remembering fun times. 

‘Joe, however, can’t bear keeping stuff he 
doesn’t need. He has just two drawers, one 
clothes rail and two boxes in the loft. He 
keeps his memories in his head, and if he 
needs something, he buys it. I couldn’t live 
like that – I find all my stuff comforting.

‘I drive Joe bonkers. He can never find 
anything because it’s hidden under piles  
of stuff. We do fall out at times, like when  
a leaning tower of magazines threatens to 
topple over onto our toddler. occasionally 
I’ll make a token effort by tidying a drawer 
– but really, it’s a drop in the ocean.

‘I’ll have to face the issue this year, as 
we’re converting the loft, but I don’t know 
where to start. perhaps the builders can 
create secret storage cupboards Joe 
doesn’t know about? Just a thought…’

said that, it’s been a relationship-saver. 
The house looks relatively normal – as 
long as you don’t open any cupboards.

‘I’ve never felt the need to hang onto 
stuff I don’t need. I thank my sister for 
this. Growing up, she was so messy 
that once, when we were on holiday, 
our neighbours saw her room and 
thought we’d been burgled! I decided 
I never wanted to be like that. I go by 
the principle that if you haven’t used 
something in the last year, you probably 
never will. I’m not hugely sentimental, 
and I like to know where things are.

‘Hoarding is Jenny’s most annoying 
trait, but nagging doesn’t work, so  
I try to help her de-junk. I bought her  
a shredder and a camera of her own  
as she kept filling our shared one with 
hundreds of almost-identical shots.

‘Much as I hate to admit it, Jenny’s 
hoarding sometimes pays off. She 
probably has medicines dating back to 
before antibiotics were invented, but  
if I get a cut or insect bite, she’ll have 
something to sort it out. And when I 
lost a glove recently, Jenny whipped a 
new one out of her pocket – she’d been 
carrying a spare pair, “just in case”. At 
times like that, living with a hoarder is 
quite endearing. I’ll try to remember 
that when we get the loft converted!’

approach and working on a single 
project at a time, giving it all your 
energy. He explains that if you chase 
two rabbits, both will get away – in 
other words, if we allow a cluttered 
to-do list to distract us, we’ll never 
get what we want. Success, he says,  
is built sequentially, so you should  
ask yourself daily which task, when 
done, will make other tasks easier or 
unnecessary? Do this first. This helps 
you prioritise your time and energy. 

have a two-Do list 
Simplifying still further, Timothy 
Ferriss’ bestseller The 4-Hour Work 
Week reveals how he manages to run 
a business while travelling the world 
for fun. His lifestyle rests on clever 
outsourcing – delegating simple tasks 
to others to save time, restricting 

He says...
Jenny’s husband,  
Joe levenson,  
37, is director of 
communications  
for a charity:
‘When we bought our 
house, my heart sank 

when I realised it had a loft, knowing it 
would soon be full of Jenny’s stuff. Having 
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Are you a master 
declutterer? 

Tweet us  
your tips  

@TopsanteUK


