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For James, Órla and Rufus – I love coming home to you all.




Introduction


‘Home is a place we all must find, child. It’1s not just a place where you eat or sleep. Home is knowing. Knowing your mind, knowing your heart, knowing your courage. If we know ourselves, we’re always home, anywhere.’

Glinda the Good, The Wiz



WHEN I WAS TWENTY-THREE YEARS old, I lived with a woman who didn’t know how to close the front door. At least once a week, I’d come home to find it swinging open on its hinges, our furniture and electronics miraculously unrobbed. We were five housemates in total, living across three floors in a terraced house on a residential side street in Brixton, South London. The first time I met everyone was the day I moved in. Initially, the persistent open door was a mystery to us all. The first time it happened, Joey, my Italian-American housemate (yes, really), came storming into the living room to gently rebuke one of us ‘dipshitted assholes’ for leaving us open to murder and theft. He had a point. And yet it continued.

We were already a paranoid bunch, taking our own toilet roll into the bathroom and labelling our cheese. For weeks, I had an argument sustained entirely via Post-it notes about where the laundry basket was supposed to live. In this humming dystopia, the door became an irresistible fixation that defied common sense or comprehension. The more we contrived to crack open the truth from one another, the more we wound each other up.

It’s so easy to live with someone and never talk to them. In the absence of conversation, all we had to go on was action, or inaction. The landlord suggested a weekly Residents’ Meeting, which we squirmed through for a month or so until we each found reasons to be busy. I didn’t need an excuse; I scarcely touched the sides of that home. My life had just been shaken up and London was fizzing through my veins. I was newly single and finally employed in a Proper Job that paid so badly it didn’t even hit the lowest UK tax threshold, but it knocked me into a social circle that filled my glass and kept me out until 3 a.m. four nights a week. I didn’t have time for a domestic life, and I certainly didn’t have time to make friends with my housemates.

As the weeks peeled by, and the door continued to exist beyond the realm of handles or locks, we asked the landlord to install an alarm. It would, we reasoned, be impossible to set the alarm and leave the door open or open the door without setting the alarm off. The very nature of having an alarm made us newly alert to who was in the house and when, because you could only set it when we were all out. Well, that was fine, we concluded; we just had to establish when everyone left for work in the morning, and the last person out would put it on. The landlord, ever-inclined to officialdom, called an Extraordinary Residents’ Meeting and we gathered around the table for what we all silently prayed would be our last enforced meal together.

That was when we found out that the most inoffensive of our flatmates, a young woman called Olivia who I had barely registered as living there, had lost her job. A few months back, actually. She was struggling to find something new and so she’d taken up baking in the meantime. She’d made some brownies for us. They had something special in them too … Did we want one? Everything started to make a lot more sense after I realized that Olivia had been high every single day since I’d first met her. She appeared to be newly surprised about the door that evening, as if receiving this remarkable information for the very first time. She giggled her way through the rest of the meeting until we all traipsed up to bed, exhausted by the emotional toll of living with people you cannot wrap your head around. When I came back down for a glass of water, Olivia had dragged her duvet and pillow downstairs. She was making a nest just behind the front door, promising to stay alert all night in the hopes of catching the moment when the door magically sprang open on its hinges. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

By that time in my life, I had moved home seventeen times. In fact, the day I walked through the perennially open front door of my new home in Brixton, I had moved four times between two countries in six months. I would go on to move another eight or so times, and on to another country. It wasn’t until I moved into the home where I live today – the place where I have lived almost the longest – that I actually asked myself what I needed and wanted from it.

When I look back at the various places I’ve called home over the last four decades, I see refracted images of myself, as if each act of homemaking revealed a new facet of my identity. Moving home, through choice or through circumstance, is how I have moved through life. Sometimes I moved with a rucksack; other times I took a lorryful of packing boxes and bubble-wrapped valuables. But how many of those front doors opened into places that actually felt like home? Half, maybe? Less, to be honest. I have come to learn, often the hard way, that where we live and where we feel at home can be very different places. This book is about what makes that difference.

Today I live in a small apartment in Copenhagen, the Danish capital that’s home to beers, bikes and statuesque blondes. I moved here with my husband in 2015, during a heatwave. Those first weeks in the city were spent in a spritz-fuelled haze as the long summer days melted into ambient warm nights, and we did little more than bounce between the bars and cafes that lined the historic canals and cobbled streets. When I filed the papers for my residency card and was asked to give the reason for my relocation, there was no box for me to tick. I had no permanent job, no studies, no family already living here to reunite with. After years of battling with London, we had quite simply moved for life, and Copenhagen appeared to be where I was best suited for living it. Even the inevitable Scandinavian winter couldn’t diminish the joy with which I embraced my new hygge lifestyle. I lit a lot of candles, consumed vast quantities of bread and pastries, and gleefully persisted in ordering glasses of red wine in local dive bars that only served beer on tap. I may have looked like a hobbit in a land of elves, but there was no better way to describe it: Copenhagen felt like home.

Moving to Denmark also pushed my journey home directly into the roaring freeway of my work. In late 2016 I joined the southern-Sweden-based global headquarters for an iconic and historic home-furnishing brand, and in 2017 I started leading an in-depth research study into the way that people live around the world: the IKEA Life at Home Report. The report has since grown to become one of the largest and most distinctive research projects of its kind in the world. At the last count, more than 37,000 people in thirty-eight countries were involved in it.

As I quickly started to learn, this sort of research is a lively blend of data, insights and poetic world-building. As well as your eyes and ears, you have to come at it with your heart and guts. I can still picture the room I was in when a wide-ranging conversation with Professor Alison Blunt, the founding co-director of the Centre for Studies of Home, landed on the ideal qualities of a home. My team and I were interviewing her as part of an expert review of the research for the 2018 report, and she was – without doubt – one of the most generous thinkers on the topic of homemaking I’ve had the opportunity to meet. ‘When thinking about the ideals of home, at the core are comfort, security, a sense of autonomy and ownership, and the capacity for privacy. But again, each of those can be challenged; they can be non-existent even in the context of the home.’ She took a moment, before elaborating: ‘Home at its core goes back to a sense of belonging; a sense of belonging personally and belonging collectively.’

You could feel the charge of electricity between us all as the collective light bulb went on. I’m slightly ashamed to admit that, until that moment, I didn’t think I had permission to talk about home in such an emotional way, as if the temperament of homemaking was too fluffy for research or I’d fog up the insights with all my womanly feels. I was expecting her to talk about room size or lighting or something else entirely functional that you can quantify and optimize, because anything ‘ideal’ always seems to have a number next to it. It was like she cracked open the chest cavity of home in that room and pulled out the warm and bloody emotional needs that are the beating heart of its existence. It took a whole-hearted person to help us see that this fistful of pulsing emotions are what people mean when they talk about the ‘feeling of home’. I could immediately see what kind of game-changer this was going to be.

From that point on, everything started with a simple, open question:

What does home feel like?

I’ve asked it countless times now, and what I have heard and learned in response has changed my life. Over the coming chapters, we’ll explore together what home feels like, but I want to start by telling you this: one in three people globally2 say they feel more at home in places other than where they live. When I heard that data-point for the first time, I shuddered at the thought of just how many people around the world feel sad, lonely, anxious, insecure or generally out of place in their own home – their own home! Then came a curdling feeling in my stomach, like a memory gone sour, when I realized that I have been that one in three more times than I care to remember.

What this book will demonstrate is that all of us have the opportunity to feel at home where we live – no matter the space and place we occupy, or the people and things we have around us. It’s an opportunity that transcends the trends, norms and stipulations that come with different cultures, identities and backgrounds, whether you live in a single studio apartment with tatami mats in Tokyo, a concrete social-housing estate in Berlin or a Tudorbethan mansion in Essex. Sure, you’ll always find some curious variations between countries and regions when it comes to home habits and attitudes – like, the country that’s most likely to stay on top of household chores3 (Hungary), the one that prioritizes sleep as a way to relax4 (Finland), and the one that gets the most joy from watching their pets sleep5 (America) – but I often find that whilst we’re giggling at different national caricatures, we’re distracted from what’s going on at a deeper level. The simple fact of the matter is that 8 billion people are all reaching for the same thing – to feel at home.

To view your own life through the lens of a research study can reveal many things if you are ready to see them. Not least the tell-tale signs of people, just like you, quietly living in spaces and places that might meet their functional needs but fail to meet their emotional ones. As the research progresses each year, wherever the team goes and whoever we meet, we always come back to the same clutch of profound feelings that people talk about time and again when we ask about their home. They talk about comfort and security; about connection and belonging. They talk about the give and take that passes between people and place, in which our entire sense of self takes root. In the early days, I would often joke that our research pursuit was as complex as trying to find out what love feels like, until it stopped feeling like a joke. Perhaps my own reckoning was inevitable, through the unpacking of the literal and metaphorical baggage that accompanied me to Scandinavia. The truth of the matter was there all along: the feeling of home is the feeling of love.

The hard truth is that homes have been failing us for years, chipping away at our existence by doing just enough but never more. I know what this looks like from the research, and I know what this feels like from experience. I can’t help but think that you, too, know what this feels like. We’re so habituated to this kind of living, we’ve stopped expecting better. We twist our needs and expectations to fit whatever space we’re in, no matter how miserable it makes us, and try to get on with life. If a friend confided in you that their partner made them feel that way, you would tell them to end the relationship. Immediately.

This realization has led to my complete reappraisal of the notion of home and the role it has played in my life. Turning the question about what home feels like on myself forced a necessary, if painful, re-evaluation of all the homes I have lived in so far. Once I’d started, I couldn’t stop this imaginary road trip. I was fired up with insights that pulsed through my core memories of homemaking, like I’d become fluent in a new language. And then two enormous events occurred in my life at the same time: I became a mother as the world dropped to its knees with Covid-19. My life at home was just about braced for the impact of a baby, but there was nothing in the parenting manuals about how to prepare for a pandemic. It suddenly became abundantly clear that our 90-square-metre apartment would be weathering an almighty storm.

As the weeks trudged by under national lockdown in Denmark, my home seemed to oscillate between a sanctuary and a prison. It was the safest place to be, but I was also its captive. During those crushingly weary night feeds, as my daughter guzzled at my breast before dawn, I felt like someone was tipping sand over me and that I might suffocate. I developed a clawing need to run out of the apartment, down the road and into green space and air and light and community. I longed to go for a coffee at my local cafe, rummage through bric-a-brac at the charity shop, or hug a friend and weep with that delirious mix of shattering love and exhaustion that accompanies early motherhood. And yet, after every daily constitutional, when my husband and I wheeled our screaming baby around the same empty neighbourhood for an hour, there was nothing more soothing than opening our front door and feeling the warm embrace of home.

I know from the research we conducted that year that I was not alone in those feelings. Four in five people said they felt their home was their sanctuary6 during that first year of the pandemic – but that still left one in five who didn’t feel that way. We also saw that people who made changes to their home7 to better meet their needs were more likely to say they had improved mental health and well-being than those who didn’t. At the heart of these insights,8 and many more besides, is a persistent gap between the emotional needs we believe it’s important for our homes to fulfil and the reality of whether we get them where we live. It’s this distance between what many of us want and what we actually have at home – something I call the ‘emotional gap’ – that holds countless untold stories about lives that are deserving of so much more. Like the people who rent a room in a house-share, for example, who are the most likely to say that they don’t get any of their emotional needs met at home; or parents with young kids, who are the most likely to say they don’t feel a sense of belonging9 where they live. Above all, when your relationship with home doesn’t feel great – when your health and well-being is taking a hit and you just don’t feel like yourself – it’s almost impossible to thrive in any other area of your life.

Myriad stories and over ten years of research have given me an extraordinary front-row seat to life at home around the world and what makes it feel better. It’s how my team and I at IKEA have come to name eight universal emotional needs that when fulfilled in combination create what we all call the ‘feeling of home’: Comfort, Control, Security, Accomplishment, Belonging, Nurturing, Joy and Aspiration. Knowing more about these emotional needs gives us the power and potential to transform our relationship with home. And when our life at home improves, it creates the preconditions for positive change in the rest of our life, too.

Perhaps – if we’re honest – there’s been a bit of a collective blind spot when it comes to acknowledging the enormous potential of the home. I can’t quite shake the feeling that there’s a long-standing bias against things that feel inherently ‘domestic’ or ‘feminine’ unless it can generate money or someone invents an app for it. But when we do the work to redefine our home from being a static place where we live to a dynamic place that we love, we have the chance to release endless goodness into our daily lives. There’s no app for that.

If the language of home is twinned with love, then maybe we can find our way to happiness and harmony in much the same way we would with our romantic and life partners – by sharing, showing and taking care, being authentic, brave and vulnerable, having fun and exploring life together. Just talking about it this way already puts us in a completely different headspace when we think about home, right? So, what might happen if we approach our home life with as much purpose and intention as we approach our love life? I hope to help answer this question in the following chapters, by expanding on each of the eight emotional needs through the research and my own lived experience. Most importantly, I will provide plenty of guidance, encouragement and practical ideas for how to get your needs met where they are unfulfilled. Exploring the emotional needs in this sequential way will help you build the capacity and capabilities for deep and impactful solutions in your own life at home.

Truth be told, we’ve been stuffed full with the commercialization of home for so long – from unelected tastemakers telling us what the colour of the year is to seasonal promotions for kitchens or bedrooms or mudrooms we believe we need to install at once to stay ‘on-trend’. I think it’s time for a reset. I want to get back to basics and propose solutions that might use our hands but always come from the heart. Doing it this way means you’ll be able to find ideas and opportunities within yourself, no matter where you live or what practical challenges exist in your home today. This all goes to say that there are plenty of gorgeous and well-written books which will help you find the right feng shui for your studio apartment or colourway for your dream hallway when that’s what you need. I have those kinds of books, too, but this book isn’t one of them. This book is about building and maintaining an emotional connection with your home so that you can live vibrantly there and beyond.

As the psychotherapist Esther Perel says, ‘The quality of our relationships determines the quality of our lives.’10 Nowhere is this more apparent than the relationship we have with home.




1

Comfort


‘There is nothing like staying at home, for real comfort.’1

Jane Austen, Emma



WHEN I STARTED WRITING ABOUT home, I often took a Google Street View tour of the neighbourhoods I used to live in, which is how, one evening, I found myself outside the pixelated front door of my most formative childhood home. It was a tiny, terraced house in southern England that had all the classic proportions of a toddler’s drawing. One door, two windows and a roof. The ground floor was three metres wide from wall to wall, roughly the same as a generous-size sofa. In fact, you could stay sitting on ours while shaking hands with visitors at the front door. Staring at the grainy rowhouse served up on my laptop, I was hit with a soupy mix of emotions. My husband peered over my shoulder as I explained that this used to be my home, and he said the same thing almost everyone had said or insinuated at the time: ‘Gosh, it’s small, isn’t it?’ It was an offhand comment, no more than the facts of the matter in front of him. But I felt the pulse of an old and familiar feeling lodged inside of me.

Growing up through the Bigger Is Better culture of the 1980s, I was conditioned to believe that a small home was something to be pitied because it was a symptom of failure. The cues were everywhere, from daytime soaps to blockbuster movies. Even when these well-to-do fictional families were miserable due to some heavily contrived drama, at least they all had their own bedrooms and en-suite bathrooms to go and cry in. I had many wild fantasies as a kid – most of which were conjured up daydreaming at my attic-bedroom window, which overlooked the car repair garage next door – but the one that recurred time and time again was to live in a home that looked like the ones I saw on TV.

Social conditioning casts a long shadow. The memories of my childhood home made me feel uncomfortable, like they were pushing against a bruise. I know from my work that feeling comfortable at home is so much more than lighting a few scented candles and sitting under a cashmere throw. It’s about all the senses participating in an experience which provides complete ease. But reflecting on what was making me feel uncomfortable that evening suddenly made me think very differently about this core emotional need.

When I ask people what their home feels like, they most frequently talk about it feeling comfortable. It’s an easy reach of a word, the first they come to because it sounds homely, I suspect. It’s why comfort is the emotional need that regularly ranks the highest in terms of importance, globally, compared with the other seven. And yet there’s a stubborn gap between what we say we want and how we actually feel. According to the most recent research, 27 per cent of people who say that comfort is important to have at home also say that they seldom get it2 where they live – this distance between their stated need and their lived reality is what the emotional gap represents. Why is comfort so hard to come by for as many as one in four people who want it? To find the answer, you have to move the throws and candles out of the way. I’m sorry, but these have become a distraction, touted through interiors trends that are heavily promoted through various social media platforms as a cosy silver bullet. We’re all in thrall to these intoxicating solutions because they make it look so easy: I can watch a reel, order some ‘comfort’ on Amazon and I’ll get it the next day!

One of the most enduring impacts of the social media content we consume all day is how much of people’s interior lives we get to see, by which I mean their home interiors – living rooms, kitchens, bedrooms, and so on. Either as backdrop or in focus, we’re exposed to so much domestic content that our frame of reference has expanded beyond our ability to contain it all. Where does that information go? A lot of it becomes a point of comparison. It’s unsurprising that as many as 48 per cent of people say they don’t feel their life at home is regularly reflected in the media.3 That’s a lot of people, like you and me, scrolling on our phones, watching TV, streaming movies and receiving countless images of homes which bear little to no relation to our own. No one is immune to comparison. We’ve always wanted to keep up with the Joneses, the Jensens or the Jins, only now the people we’re trying to level up with don’t live next door but countless miles and income brackets away from us.

In this new reality, the persistent suggestions for cosy textiles and smells to dial up your comfort at home are about as effective as a bandage for a headache. There’s a time and a place for plush cushions – and, yes, I love them too – but you have to get to the root of the feeling first. This is why comfort in IKEA’s Life at Home research is defined as feeling content and at ease. And it’s why starting from its opposite – discomfort – is the most helpful way into this complex emotion.

From all the conversations I’ve been privy to, I know there are various sources of discomfort with our living situations, but three recur the most:


	When we believe we have a limited amount of space

	When we believe we have too much stuff, which is badly organized

	When we’re unhappy with the general maintenance and cleanliness of our home



Do you recognize your own pain-points in this list? I do. These forms of discomfort are most sharply felt when other people visit, and tend to be signalled by a completely unnecessary apology. You know the kind, because you’ve almost certainly made one yourself: the apology for the clutter you didn’t tidy up; the apology for not having enough space for people to put their bags, coats or shoes; the apology for the dodgy flush-function on the toilet or the old, noisy fridge or the stained armchair. Let’s be clear: these are apologies for simply living in your own home.

It all confirms that our relationship with the practical aspects of our home is emotional, not functional. And the obsession with hacks for small-space living – something increasing numbers of us will be doing as populations grow and living quarters shrink – tends to be a lightning conductor neatly diverting attention away from ever grappling with our more complex feelings. Taking the time to sit with this revelation opened me up to a deeper well of emotions about my childhood home, and it was here that I found the work of Brené Brown to be of profound value.

Brown has been at the forefront of social research into shame, vulnerability and empathy for two decades, and it’s her work on shame in particular that I find illuminating. Brown defines shame4 as ‘the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love, belonging, and connection’. Was shame driving some of the reactions I witnessed when I walked through the front door of someone’s home, whether it was a friend’s or a research participant’s? At first glance, it might feel like overreach to describe our compulsion to apologize for not clearing the table before guests come over as evidence of shame. But when I look at Brown’s research, I see deep connections between shame and the emotional needs that underpin our feeling of home. Whilst we might not feel actively ashamed about our current living situation, or ever use the word to describe our experience, many of our behaviours and attitudes extend from residual feelings carried through from homemaking over the years. It might show up in otherwise quite unremarkable activities, like compulsively organizing things into boxes or keeping surfaces fastidiously clean. This means those recurring pain-points of ‘space’ and ‘stuff’ and ‘cleanliness’ aren’t neutral concepts which you can just dress up with interior design solutions, then move on. You have to start by dealing with the deep and complex feelings people might have about their living situation.

By making this powerful connection between the practical aspects of home and our feelings about them, we can choose from a much bigger pool of solutions that reflect the functional and emotional tools at our disposal. No matter the size of the challenge, it’s important to blend actions which are easy and quick to implement along with those that require more time for reflection. I call this my ‘hands and heart’ approach, and I’ll use it throughout this book because I believe it can change your life at home right now and over the long term. But first, I want to tell you a story.

I was five years old when we moved into our two-up, two-down terraced house. I can’t remember the moving day or what kind of work we did on it. The house emerges in my mind almost fully formed, although I know my parents likely exhausted themselves pouring their creativity into every available surface, turning the place into a home. Gig-fit from their art-student and squatting days, they were adept skip-scavengers. Huge planks of cast-off wood were frequently hauled through the front door to become bookshelves that ran the near-length of the property. My father painted a glorious sunrise-and-lark motif across my bedroom wall in the repurposed attic, followed by a series of countryside vignettes across the panels that blocked out my room from the eaves of the old roof, with leaping hares and gambolling lambs. The galley bathroom was proportional to – and therefore ideal for – an Ancient Egyptian tomb, which was vividly brought to life thanks to the life-size murals my father painted of Horus and Anubis overlooking the sarcophagus-themed tub. My parents even made Canopic jars out of papier mâché to hold our Body Shop bath pearls and soaps. I realize this makes it sound like we lived in a graduate art installation, but I can assure you that love and life plastered every wall. The effect was that it felt unmistakably like home. There was colour and clutter, laughter and tears, calm and chaos, food and music, living and dreaming. Somehow, too, there was room for it all in this tiny house. Our comfort cocoon.

But I couldn’t stop the insidious creep of comparison – with the homes I saw in my favourite sitcoms and movies, with the homes of my friends. No one, real or imagined, seemed to live in a home like mine. Playdates at friends’ houses often introduced me to the concept of entirely separate rooms dedicated to play, and to the ‘breakfast bar’. At some point I crossed an invisible line between seeing the difference and feeling it. I don’t know when the word ‘small’ started to curdle within me, but I can’t remember a time when I didn’t actively think about the size of our home and what I believed it said about me. I was aware of the acute financial strain my parents were under, thanks to their hushed conversations about money when they thought I was tucked up in bed. At school, where the mercy of a uniform irons out the most egregious differences between pupils, I could fudge the truth about where I lived and where we spent our summer holiday. The charade was harder to maintain if friends came back home with me, which meant I was very selective about inviting people over. And then I met Hayley.

Hayley looked like she was from central casting for happy-go-lucky teenage schoolgirls. Glossy hair swept into a ponytail, sun-kissed skin, cute tops, and so on. Just a few weeks into us knowing each other, she breezily suggested she walk home past my house so she could see where I lived. I instinctively knew that this new friend shouldn’t – couldn’t – see my home, that even explaining my home to someone like Hayley was beyond my ken. But it was like trying to stop a cannonball with my hands. Once she’d got the idea in her head, there was nothing I could do to prevent it. By the time we rounded the corner of my road, I was so frazzled with panic about how this encounter would play out that I was stumbling out in front of passing cars. Finally, we arrived at my front door, and I raced through a variety of insane lies to try out – ‘This isn’t my real home’; ‘These aren’t my real parents’; ‘We’re international spies and this is our cover’. As my father greeted us, I saw her eyes flitting from the sofa to the kitchen, where cut-price cauliflower curry boiled on the hob. And then, ‘Ohhh …’ – that tilt of the head that indicated confusion, pity and something else, something more insidious. Disgust? The question left hanging in the air: ‘Is that all there is?’ I squirmed, hoping for some merciful intervention like a bolt of lightning or collective amnesia. The miserable discomfort of it all took root deep inside me. Shame would stay with me for the next three decades.

Brené Brown’s research into shame reveals that it almost overwhelmingly begins in childhood. An offhand comment from a parent, friend, sibling or teacher creates a split between




	Step away from unreasonable social expectations about your home

	Practise gratitude within the limits of your living situation

	Find and share your unique story about your own life at home




Not-so-great expectations


















The limit does not exist


























Tell your story
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