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	THE FOUR ROOTS OF MENTAL CLUTTER

	Before diving into the various techniques for eliminating negative thinking patterns, it's worth understanding why these thoughts take hold in the first place. In this section, we'll examine four key sources of mental clutter.

	EVERYDAY STRESS

	Overwhelming pressure is one of the primary reasons so many people feel crushed beneath the weight of modern life. The stress generated by information overload, physical disorder, and the relentless stream of decisions these things demand can trigger a wide range of mental health challenges, including generalized anxiety, panic attacks, and depression.

	Layer that stress on top of the real, tangible worries that exist in your daily life, and you may find yourself dealing with disrupted sleep, muscle tension, headaches, chest discomfort, frequent illness, and gastrointestinal problems — findings that align with research published by the American Psychological Association, along with a substantial body of studies linking stress to physical health consequences.

	THE PARADOX OF CHOICE

	Freedom of choice — something celebrated in open societies — can yield diminishing returns when it comes to mental wellbeing. Psychologist Barry Schwartz coined the term the paradox of choice, a phrase that captures his research findings: more options lead to greater anxiety, self-doubt, paralysis, and dissatisfaction. A wider range of choices may produce objectively better outcomes in some cases, yet they won't make you happier. Think about something as routine as a trip to the grocery store.

	AN EXCESS OF STUFF

	Our homes overflow with clothing we never put on, books we'll never open, toys that gather dust, and gadgets that remind us we've run out of storage space. Our email inboxes are perpetually flooded. Our desks are buried. As noted in *10-Minute Digital Declutter*, We have become such captives to our devices that we'd rather have the quick fix of instant information or entertainment over genuine connections and experiences. With the constant stream of data and ever-expanding access to technology, becoming a mass consumer of both things and information has never been easier.

	All of this unnecessary material and digital noise eats away at our time and productivity, while also generating reactive, anxious, and pessimistic thinking.

	Everything seems urgent and essential. Every email and text demands a reply. Every new gadget or device needs to be purchased. This keeps us perpetually wound up, tangled in trivial details, and cut off from the people around us and the emotions within us. We often feel we have no time to declutter because we're too busy consuming the next wave of content and products. Yet at some point, this excess begins driving us toward mental and emotional exhaustion. How did we lose sight of the values and priorities that once kept us grounded? And what can we do about it? We can't travel back in time to a world without technology.

	Nor can we renounce all our possessions and retreat to a cave. We need to find a way to live in this modern world without sacrificing our peace of mind. Clearing out physical clutter and reducing time spent on digital devices can relieve some of the anxiety and negative thought patterns. Even so, there remains plenty of fuel for mental clutter — stress, regret, and worry in abundance. We agonize over our health, our careers, our children, the economy, our relationships, our appearance, what others think of us, threats in the world, politics, wounds from the past, and an uncertain future. These thoughts cause suffering and erode the happiness we might otherwise experience right now, if only that relentless voice in our heads would stop questioning everything.

	THE NEGATIVITY BIAS

	The human nervous system has been evolving for roughly 600 million years. Yet it still responds much as our earliest ancestors did when they faced genuine physical threats daily and were primarily focused on survival.

	From that evolutionary history emerged what's known as the negativity bias — our tendency to react more intensely to negative stimuli than to positive ones. Negative inputs generate more neural activity than equally intense positive experiences. They are also processed more quickly and noticed more readily.

	So what does this negativity bias mean for the way you think? It means your brain is essentially wired to overthink, to worry, and to interpret situations as more threatening or more difficult than they actually are. Negative thoughts that surface feel real, which creates an impulse to accept them as truth. But you are not living in a cave, facing mortal danger on a daily basis. You may be wired for negative thinking, but you are not bound to accept that wiring. As Sam Harris puts it, There is an alternative to just identifying with the next thought that floats into consciousness.

	That alternative is mindfulness. Mindfulness can be practiced during the most ordinary activities, and it can be developed through specific exercises offered throughout this book. It requires retraining your mind to step away from mental noise about the future and to direct attention instead toward the present moment. When you are mindful, you no longer cling to your thoughts — you are simply present in whatever you happen to be doing. This sounds simple enough, doesn't it? The concept is deceptively straightforward, but reshaping your thinking takes real effort. Like building any other habit, decluttering your mind demands practice, patience, and a willingness to start small and build gradually from there. Fortunately, this book will show you exactly how to do all of that.

	You'll not only learn the practices for training your mind and managing your thoughts — you'll also develop the specific habits that reinforce those mental skills day after day. In the remainder of this section, we'll cover four habits you can use to clear mental clutter. You'll discover that as you gain command of your thinking, you'll become not only more focused and productive, but also more at ease with the relentless demands of contemporary life.

	So let's begin with the first habit that will retrain your mind: focused deep breathing.

	1.1 Mental Declutter Habit: Focused Deep Breathing

	Even though you take roughly 20,000 breaths each day, conscious attention to your breathing is probably rare. Your brain automatically adjusts your breathing to meet your body's changing needs. When you're climbing stairs or going for a run, you don't consciously think, I should breathe deeper and faster to supply my muscles with oxygen. It simply happens. Sensors located in your brain, blood vessels, muscles, and lungs manage those adjustments on your behalf. That said, whenever you choose to take conscious control, that option is available to you.

	You can slow your breathing down, shift where the breath originates (chest or abdomen), and deliberately make your breaths either shallow or deep. A noticeable shift in breathing is often the first sign that our thoughts are becoming overwhelming or distressing. When we feel anxious, low, rushed, or agitated, we might experience rapid breathing or a sense of breathlessness. Modern lifestyles and workplace environments also contribute to chronic shallow, improper breathing patterns.

	There are four key things to keep in mind when establishing a focused deep breathing habit:

	1. Rather than slumping at your desk or sinking into the sofa, sit up taller to give your lungs more room to expand and fill with oxygen. Notice areas of tension in your body, and mentally breathe into those spots, observing them soften as you exhale.

	2. Make a conscious effort to breathe through your nose rather than your mouth. The nose contains filtration mechanisms that prevent impurities and excessively cold air from entering the body. It can also detect harmful gases that might be dangerous to you. Breathing through the mouth allows viruses and bacteria direct access to the lungs, so let your nose do the work.

	3. When inhaling, practice diaphragmatic breathing by gently expanding your abdomen outward, as though you are filling your belly with air rather than just your chest. On the exhale, breathe out slowly and allow your abdomen to return naturally to its resting position.

	4. Notice the difference between shallow breathing, which stops at the chest, and diaphragmatic or abdominal breathing, which fills the lower portions of the lungs and encourages a complete exchange of oxygen. Diaphragmatic breathing also gently massages the abdominal organs through the rhythmic movement of the diaphragm.

	One of the most powerful ways to detach from negative thoughts and calm the mind is through slow, deep, rhythmic breathing. This kind of focused breathing activates the parasympathetic nervous system, slowing your heart rate, relaxing muscle tension, quieting mental chatter, and restoring normal brain function. Deep breathing fosters a sense of connection with your body, redirecting awareness away from stress and silencing the internal dialogue that runs constantly in the background.

	The physiological shift triggered by deep breathing is known as the relaxation response.

	Beyond inducing the relaxation response, deep breathing is supported by a strong body of research demonstrating
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