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Chapter Five

The Toughest Clutter Challenges

As I go about my work organizing people’s homes I’m struck again and again by how the same areas prove to be sticking points. This chapter will explore how to regain control of these nightmare areas in your home. You are in charge of this major life-cleansing process, so always start with the clutter challenges that you personally find the most straightforward. As you reclaim each neglected area of your home, you will feel freedom and balance return to your life.

THE FLOOR

On my first visit it is sometimes a challenge actually to get through people’s front doors because of the sheer volume of stuff in the hallway. Using the floor as a dumping ground is the fastest way to achieve a cluttered home. Things on the floor are going to get dirty, dusty and damaged. Stairs end up strewn with bits and bobs – either on their way up or way down, but in reality stuck in limbo for weeks on end. This is not only terrible from a clutter point of view, it is also hazardous because you may slip or fall over them.

   Have a look around your home and become aware of just how much of your floor space is covered with detritus. During the Clutter Tour with clients, I look behind and under furniture to see how much stuff is lurking there. What is your particular style of floor cluttering? Do you shove things under beds, behind sofas, in the hallway, up the stairs, under your desk? Do you just drop things when you arrive home, stash things on the floor in a multitude of bags or boxes? Or are there towering piles of old newspapers and magazines everywhere?

Your task

If I’m faced with a room filled with clutter, I always start with the floor. This is a practical solution because once the floor is clear it is a lot easier to move around and work effectively. So kneel down and get sorting. If you have a huge amount at floor level it’s better to put it all into cardboard boxes or plastic crates in the early stages. Then set yourself a target of tackling one box or crate a day or at least one a week until they are done. Many of the things shoved on to the floor will be homeless items without designated storage. You may need to buy more shoe storage or extra hooks for coats and bags to accommodate it all.

The future


	Piling things on the floor is one habit you need to break fast if you want to achieve a clutter-free home. Get a magazine rack for papers. Stop chucking wrapping paper and carrier bags behind the sofa. By all means buy under-bed storage for your clean bed linen but don’t shove junk under there. A stair basket may solve the transit problem for your bits and pieces. But you have to use it properly! Marie bought one and used it to store the family gloves, instead of to take things up and down.

	Change your perspective. Floors are for furniture, to walk on and for kids to play on rather than a place to pile and store junk. If you are cluttering the floor you may still have too much stuff or you may need to review storage solutions.

	Particularly watch out for bad habits like dropping dirty clothing on the floor or not unpacking bags from your latest shopping trip. Keep the floor clear and you will truly create clear space in which to live.



SURFACES

Do you cover every available surface in your home with bowls, photo frames, scraps and oddments? What about the window-sills – is it a struggle to draw the curtains because of all the plants, ornaments and accumulated debris on them? If clutter has you in its grip you will relentlessly cover every last inch of your shelves, tables and kitchen surfaces with stuff. This busy and confusing look to a home feels overwhelming. It’s hard to focus on anything because your eyes are drawn here, there and everywhere. Finding anything among all the confusion is a nightmare.

Your task

Pick a kitchen worktop or your dining-room table or coffee table. Ask yourself if this is really the best place to stack the kids’ homework, your mail, work-related paperwork, your collection of vitamins or whatever it is that’s cluttering up the surface.

   Get a box and clear everything into it. Give the surface a quick clean and stand back and admire the clear space. Your task now is to empty the box and find new homes for everything you want to keep.

   Isla had been struggling with clutter in her large family home for many years. It had been months since anyone had been able to eat at the kitchen table. After we cleared it she vowed to keep it that way. It was a struggle at first but soon became part of her daily routine. This table was her inspiration – every day she saw she could win the battle against clutter. It helped her to move on and tackle other areas of her home.

The future


	When it comes to displaying beautiful objects, less is more. Rather than fill every shelf with photos, group three together and leave the rest of the space clear. That way you can actually appreciate what’s on display.

	Keep your eye on growing clutter piles on your surfaces. If you notice bits of Lego, coins, pens and piles of business cards appearing on the mantelpiece, take action before it becomes a major chore.

	Experiment with having some surfaces completely free of decorative objects. Try having bookshelves with nothing else on them but books and clear window-sills. This will create a much more tranquil environment in your home.



Furniture

Too much furniture always makes a room look cluttered. In many homes furniture seems to arrive haphazardly – we inherit some, buy some and acquire other pieces. The end result is often a mismatched hotchpotch. It’s easy to tune out the furniture we live with and no longer see it. Unless you enjoy trying out new arrangements, the chances are it will remain where you first plonked it down.

   The aim of a clutter-free home is to enjoy everything in it, and that includes the big stuff like the sofa and the wardrobes. Furnishing a home used to be very expensive but these days, with large superstores, it’s possible to pick up furniture and accessories at a reasonable cost.

Your task

Take a mini-Clutter Tour and take a long, hard look at your furniture.



	Ask yourself, does it reflect your taste now? Maybe you are sick of your art deco look and want a more contemporary style.

	Is your furniture comfortable and functional? Does the chest of drawers have enough space for all your T-shirts and underwear?

	Do you need all the furniture in each room? Do you ever sit on the chair in your bedroom? Or do you just use it to pile your ironing on?

	Where did all the furniture come from?

	Could the arrangement of furniture be improved?

	Look at the rest of the furnishings: pictures, curtains, cushions.



The future


	Your first step is to let go of any excess furniture.

	Then experiment with moving things around to see if it opens up the space. You could use a diagram to work out what fits where. Perhaps your friends are feeling strong and will lend a hand to move things around.

	Accept that times have changed. Previous generations kept furniture for a lifetime. Now we want to update the look of our homes. So don’t feel guilty if you feel it is time for a change.

	I know it’s not always possible to rush out and replace major capital items like sofas and beds, so keep these on your wish list for the moment. Indulge in some window-shopping – browsing round interiors shops is always great fun. I find an hour or two spent looking at beautiful furniture and accessories uplifting and inspiring.



Your Wardrobe

Life is too short to wear clothes that make you feel less than fabulous. I love transforming clients’ wardrobes from an overcrowded muddle into an organised space that only contains clothes they love and wear.

   Does extracting an outfit from your overstuffed wardrobe feel like a chore? Do the hangers tangle together? When a piece of clothing finally emerges is it a crumpled mess? Can you barely open your drawers because of the sheer volume of underwear, exercise clothes and general stuff in there? How many of these clothes do you actually wear?

   Are you stalling because you feel guilty about expensive shopping mistakes, or because you have so many clothes you’ve forgotten what you own? Are you sentimentally hoarding clothes that meant a lot to you once but have had their day? Does your weight fluctuate and do you have clothes in at least three different sizes?

   It’s estimated that we wear 20 per cent of our clothes 80 per cent of the time. If you grab the same pair of black trousers every day, don’t delay any longer. Sorting out your clothes and accessories is a great mood booster.

Your task


	Don’t hang on to clothes that are the wrong size for you. Fluctuating weight is a problem for both my male and female clients. Sally’s wardrobe had clothes ranging from size 10 to 16. Ranjan’s trousers went from waist size 30 to 36 inches. We all know how depressing it is to open your wardrobe and see all those clothes that don’t fit. Every day you are feeding yourself negative messages. Keeping ‘fat’ clothes implies you expect to put on weight again. So donate them all today. Keeping ‘thin’ clothes puts pressure on you to lose weight and feel bad about your current size. If you are on a fitness regime or have just had a baby, store clothes you aspire to get back into. Otherwise let them go. You may be shocked to find this leaves a pretty basic wardrobe. Now you know where the gaps are, go and treat yourself to some fantastic clothes that really flatter you.

	Keep the labels on your new clothes until you wear them. It reminds you they are waiting for their first outing. From time to time we all make mistakes, so hang on to the receipt in case you want to return them. Most shops’ returns policies allow you a few weeks to do this. If you miss this period you will still be able to sell them on more easily to a dress agency.




   Laura loved to shop – when we sorted out her wardrobe she found over 100 pieces of brand-new clothing with the labels still on. Many of them she would never wear – her retail therapy had got out of hand when the stresses of her job escalated. Luckily she was able to sell most of them to an online dress agency. This was Laura’s wake-up call and she was able to get a grip on her excessive shopping.



	Invest in good-quality hangers. Treat your clothes with care by upgrading your motley selection of free store hangers. Wire hangers can damage clothes, so return these to the dry-cleaners. Use wooden ones for suits and shirts. Padded hangers are ideal for delicate stuff. Only put one item of clothing on each hanger. If you put four shirts on, do you really think you’ll wear the ones underneath? If space is really tight, use specialist multiple hangers for trousers or skirts.

	Let some air circulate. Your aim should be to see everything you own and for hangers to move freely up and down the rail. Take the plastic wrapping off clothes after dry-cleaning. By allowing space in your wardrobe your clothes will stay in good shape and always be ready to wear.

	Take preventive action against moths today. Moths are still very much with us in the 21st century. I’ve seen many suits, carpets and precious cashmere sweaters ruined by holes. Unfortunately clutter attracts moths. They love fusty clothes, old carpets and lots of dusty stuff.

	Many traditional moth treatments have been banned because the chemicals are so toxic. But don’t wait until your beautiful things are destroyed. Moths don’t like dry-cleaned or freshly laundered clothes or natural anti-moth repellents such as lavender, cedarwood, cinnamon, cloves or horse chestnuts. So put plenty in your wardrobe and drawers. Vitally, make sure you keep your clothing and carpets clean. If moths have really taken hold in your home, bring in a specialist firm to deal with them.

	Now you’ve dealt with your clothes, blitz your way through your accessories. Tackle your shoes, jewellery, sunglasses, belts, ties, scarves and bags. Only keep what you’ve room to store and still love wearing. Make sure everything is in really good repair. I know how hard it is to part with a beloved pair of shoes, but once they are worn out, it’s time to say goodbye. If your shoe collection is taking over your home, it’s time to start working the one-in, one-out principle.



The future


	Edit your wardrobe twice a year, in spring and autumn. When April comes around it’s time to prepare for the spring/summer season ahead. Pack away last season’s winter clothes. Make sure everything is clean to keep moths at bay. If you haven’t worn a pair of tweed trousers all winter, ask yourself why you are keeping them. Why give them valuable storage space?

	Now it’s time to release your summer clothes from storage. Spend an enjoyable hour or two trying them on. When you get something out after six months it’s easier to be objective and see whether it still looks good.

	Avoid hoarding for the future. Only keep one or two outfits of scruffier clothes for cleaning, gardening and decorating. Also limit how much you keep for fancy dress and kids’ dressing up.

	Don’t fall into the vintage trap – that clothes will come back into fashion. Would you really wear a garment again in ten years’ time? Be selective and only keep true classics. My favourite is a 1920s black lace dress that always looks great.

	Update your image. Once you have cleared out your wardrobe, you may feel stuck in a style rut. Why not treat yourself to an image update? Larger stores will often provide a personal shopper at no charge. An image consultant can analyse the colours that really suit you so you can break free of wearing only black.



COSMETIC AND GROOMING PRODUCTS

When I first started decluttering people’s homes I was amazed at the sheer quantity of makeup, shampoo, perfume, aftershave, vitamins and grooming products each of my clients had. The cosmetic and grooming industry, backed by slick advertising campaigns, is phenomenally successful at selling us hope in a jar – those ever-changing products that promise to deliver younger skin or greater charisma. Yet there is a world of difference between the glossy ads and sticky, gungy tubes mouldering on the bathroom shelf.

   As Paula said, ‘I know it’s crazy, because I’m an intelligent woman, but I can’t help myself. When I read about Cameron Diaz’s favourite beauty products, I rush out to buy them. I know I’ve already got too much makeup but I can’t resist.’

   Paula had makeup bags lurking in various handbags that hadn






	Anything opened that you don’t like, is dried up or past its sell-by date, chuck in the bin. Get rid of grotty razors, makeup or sponge bags, combs and brushes.

	Products you like and are currently using: return these to the bathroom shelves and cabinet after giving everything a good clean including bags, brushes and all the pots and tubes. Keep one transparent makeup bag with key products that you can use in all your handbags. Similarly, keep one sponge bag in your gym bag and one in your travel bag with essential supplies.

	Unopened stuff: this includes any free gifts and samples you’ve acquired from goodie bags, hotel bedrooms, cosmetic counters or airlines. Ask yourself how long it will take to use ten pots of hair gel. As beauty and grooming products have a short shelf life, it makes sense to re-gift new, unopened products, or donate them to charity. Charles travelled regularly and liked to buy new aftershave on each trip. We counted eight opened bottles and eleven unopened ones.








	Declutter your beauty or grooming products twice a year, in spring and autumn. Check the sell-by dates on all medicines and vitamins. Unused medicines should be taken back to the pharmacy for safe disposal. Make sure you replace eye makeup every six months and keep all brushes scrupulously clean. Sarah kept getting eye infections because she had been using the same mascara for five years.

	Acquire less and always check your surplus supplies before buying more. Unless they are top of the range, why bother to take home all the toiletries from a hotel visit? Simplify your routines: if you can’t remember to take handfuls of vitamins every day, buy a good multi-vitamin instead.

	If you fancy a new look, treat yourself to a session with an independent professional makeup artist. Request this for a special present. This is much better than going to a makeup counter in a store where they want to sell you their branded products.







	Throw away anything you know belongs to defunct items like the top for your old blender. Put the rest into a container marked ‘lost stuff’ and give yourself a month to find the missing parts. Label and date the box. If at the end of the month something is still unidentified, chuck it out.

	Some strange hoarding instinct kicks in with keys and everyone holds on to spare sets. The problem is that over the years, as you move house, change cars, jobs and suitcases, this muddled pile grows and grows. Sorting them out can stir up all those catastrophic ‘what if’ fantasies. I know how scary this is because a few years ago I decluttered my bulging key tin. Any keys that remained a mystery were chucked and I’m glad to say I’ve never missed any of them. Use your investigative powers to update your key collection. Then label the ones you are keeping. Put a code on them so that if you lose them no one else can use or identify them.







	Keep all parts of a gadget like a food processor in a clear plastic container. That’ll save them wandering off.

	Kid’s toys have so many little bits and pieces that it’s easy for them to go adrift. Use labelled plastic containers to keep them together.

	Think twice before putting some mystery object into your ‘really useful’ drawer. If you don’t know what it is now, what do you think will have changed in six months?














	Accept that even with the best will in the world, we all make mistakes when it comes to choosing presents. It’s not easy to know exactly what will appeal even to our nearest and dearest. If you like giving surprise gifts, be philosophical if your gift is wide of the mark. Similarly, take it in your stride if someone gives you something you just don’t want. I was in New York last Christmas and as the stores opened on Boxing Day, people were queuing up to exchange their gifts quite happily.

	If you’re not sure what to buy someone, get a ‘non-thing’ present that can be used or consumed, like a good bottle of wine, an exotic bunch of flowers or an aromatherapy voucher.

	Give friends and family an idea of what you want next time you have a celebration. Maybe you love being pampered but your make-up bag is bulging. So ask for a voucher for a pedicure or facial. Or maybe you’d like your family to club together and buy you a trip in a helicopter or a day in a spa. When wedding lists first arrived in the UK I thought they were a bit cold and mechanical but now I think they are a great idea. Why not have a gift list for christening parties too?

	June’s aunt gives her decorative household items every Christmas that mirror her own taste, not June’s. June feels obliged to keep a pair of gaudy multi-coloured cushions at the back of the cupboard and fish them out every time her aunt visits. She fears if she doesn’t have them on display her aunt will notice and be offended. So resist the temptation to inquire about your gift months after you have given it. You will be putting the recipient in an awkward position if they didn’t like it.

	If money is tight, set a £10 spending limit for grown-ups at Christmas. The gifts can be just as thoughtful and your New Year credit bill will be less intimidating.

	Watch out for present-giving becoming a chore. My husband travels a lot and I used to insist that he brought me back a gift. The problem was that his busy schedule meant that he was scrabbling at the airport at the last minute and brought me back things I truly didn’t want. One day in desperation he brought me back a packet of smoked fish. I was less than thrilled, so we came to a compromise that he would buy me an airport present like a pen or a novel. Now we’re both happy.

	Don’t feel you have to get your kids a present every time you go to the shops. Working parents often feel they have to compensate their kids with stuff because they spend less time with them. Be aware of how often you give gifts to your kids outside celebrations. One look at their rooms will tell you they have plenty of stuff. So see if you can curb compulsive gift-buying.

	If your generous friends and family members like to give you their cast-offs, remember it’s OK to refuse politely. This will help stem the flow of clutter into your home.

	When it comes to presents, think quality over quantity. Choose one great gift rather than lots of tat.

	Birthdays and Christmas bring a new deluge of stuff to your home. It’s crucial to let some old things go to maintain your clutter-free state. Use the quiet time between Christmas and New Year to sort out your clutter. Get your kids involved too, before the toy mountain takes over your home.













	Invest in a digital camera. It’s great because you can immediately see if you’ve captured the moment. Otherwise you can press the delete button straight away. Store your favourites on your computer.

	If you are still using a traditional camera, thoroughly edit your snaps as soon as they are developed. Put some out on display, make a collage, put a few into your album. Have fun with them.

	Rotate the photos you keep on display. It brings a new energy and new memories into your home.

	Keep your albums accessible, so you can indulge in some nostalgia whenever you’re in the mood.









	If you want to pass on family heirlooms to your children, limit the quantity. If they are old enough, ask them to choose special pieces they would like to inherit.

	Without being maudlin, we all need to think what we would like to happen to our possessions when we die. At an emotionally charged time like bereavement, family feuds can flare up over who inherits what. So write a clear will that specifically states who is to inherit which possessions.

	Pass heirlooms on in your lifetime. In the last years of her life my granny gave me several special pieces of jewellery which I still treasure. If you have something you don’t need any more, why not let someone close to you enjoy it today?











	Count up all the different collections you currently have on the go. Assess how much pleasure they give you on a scale of zero to ten.

	If space is the issue, either limit the number of collections you have or the number of items in each. If you no longer play your guitars, why not sell the lot? Or you could just keep your favourite one for sentimental reasons.

	People often hold on to collections because they feel guilty about all the people who have contributed to them over the years. Recall the pleasure your shot glasses have given you and only keep the ones that pass the Smile Test. Allow yourself permission to let the rest go without feeling conscience-stricken.

	There are plenty of eager collectors out there, so maybe this is a good time to sell the lot on eBay or at auction.












Chapter Eight

Letting go of Unwanted Stuff

I am a passionate believer in letting go of excess stuff in a positive way that avoids unnecessary waste. There are other options than dumping it in black binliners headed for landfill. Let’s strike a blow against the throw-away society we live in and give our unwanted things a second chance. Choose to donate, sell, recycle or regift them; that way we all win. We get the uncluttered home of our dreams and someone else gets to enjoy our overabundance.

   I love the feeling of lightness I get after handing over a bag at the local charity shop. But if you’re a confirmed hoarder, relinquishing things will be an unfamiliar experience. So don’t worry if you feel a bit strange and wobbly at first. You are saying a final goodbye to your belongings and it’s not uncommon to feel a sense of loss. Ambivalence is normal but don’t let it stand in your way. It is only by actually letting go of things that you will feel a true sense of release and liberation.

   In order to move on and renew our lives we all need to review regularly what we own and to part with superfluous stuff. That way you will create much-needed physical and emotional space in your life today.

CREATE AN ACTION LIST WITH DEADLINES

Before you start a major clear-out, sit down for a few minutes and clarify your plans. Now write down everything you need to do, with a timetable. This way you can get organised in advance by ordering a skip, arranging for the council to pick up an old mattress, or for a charity shop to collect. If you haven’t got a car, perhaps a friend would help you out for an afternoon. Lindsey bought her flatmate dinner in exchange for her chauffeuring unwanted goods to the charity shop and the council tip.

   As you’re decluttering, make a note of everything to be sold, returned or regifted, and crucially, give yourself a deadline. The best day to take things out of your home is the day you declutter them. However, this is not always practical, so decide when you are taking the shoes to the dress agency or the magazines to the doctor’s surgery. Keep track of your progress and feel the satisfaction of crossing off jobs as they are completed.

BE CLEAR ABOUT YOUR STRATEGY

There is no right or wrong way to pass your things on. It depends on what your goals are and how much time and energy you can devote to achieving them. If you want to raise money for a new bathroom, read the selling section for ideas. If Sunday morning lie-ins are your idea of bliss, lugging all your stuff to a car-boot sale at the crack of dawn may be your idea of a nightmare. If you can afford it, donate everything to charity. Don’t feel guilty because you didn’t turn your clutter into cash. Feel generous and positive about it.

   Claire, a new mother, was just about to return to her high-powered job in the City. She decluttered thousands of pounds’ worth of designer clothes and maternity gear. She was crystal-clear that her priority was to clear the room quickly for her live-in nanny. So she packed it all into a cab and sent it to one very lucky charity shop in Central London. That way she could concentrate on what really mattered to her – looking after her baby and helping the nanny settle in.

WATCH OUT FOR SABOTAGE

Don’t subvert the decluttering process at this stage by succumbing to any of the following temptations:




	Rescuing your things   Mark just couldn’t stop himself retrieving his old worn trainers from the rubbish bag. He knew they’d had their day but he couldn’t bear to part with them. Lucy’s recently donated china dogs were looking forlorn in the window of her local charity shop so she went in and bought them back.

	Over-complex plans   This can delay the irrevocable moment of separation. For three months, Jo’s spare room had been full of bags of clothes she thought her sister Liz might want. The only problem was that Liz lives in New York and she wasn’t going to see her for another five months.

	Unrealistic plans   Jake wanted to sell comics and CDs on eBay but was waiting until he had a digital camera. Realistically he couldn’t afford one until he sold the stuff. So he stalled on a classic Catch 22 situation.



NEW HOMES FOR YOUR CLUTTER

All the suggestions in this chapter can be followed up in the Further Information section, which has useful contacts and ideas for passing on your unwanted stuff.

Donating

Charity shops

Giving to charity shops works on many levels. Your things will be re-used and the charity will generate much-needed funds. Plus it will make someone’s day when they uncover a piece of treasure for £2.99.

   I’ve donated to charities for years, so here are my top tips for giving.




	Find a charity whose aims you support and donate to their local shop.

	If you give something valuable do let them know – then they can get the true value for it.

	They want good-quality things they can sell, not junk. Make sure things are clean and in good condition – no books with missing pages or tatty underwear.

	Some charities offer collection, but this service is often run by volunteers and it can be a week or two before someone is available. Book your slot in advance.

	Don’t leave things on the doorsteps of charity shops overnight. Unscrupulous people really do steal them – it’s not uncommon in London to see people rifling through bags in broad daylight.

	There are strict regulations on reselling electrical goods. Most charity shops don’t accept them, but ask the manager as some shops can get things checked over by a qualified electrician before reselling.

	Due to space restrictions, most shops only take small items of furniture like side-tables or bathroom cabinets. But some larger charities with vans can collect bulky furniture. Soft furnishings need to meet current fire regulations. There are a number of schemes that refurbish furniture, white goods and computers, then pass them on to community organizations or people on low incomes.

	Charity shop staff and volunteers are usually a great source of local information. Even if they don’t collect or take furniture or computers, they often know someone who does.



Community organizations

Local community organizations are usually short of money, so why not donate directly to them? It’s always a good idea to check what they need first before turning up with a carload.




	Nurseries or toy libraries may be able to use toys and books your children have outgrown. Schools may welcome musical instruments, books and working computer equipment.

	Scrap bank projects and after school clubs are always in need of interesting bits and pieces for craft projects, like buttons, paper, fabric, pens and pencils, wool, and old cards for cutting up.

	Jane wanted her books to be enjoyed by as many people as possible so she donated them to the local library.

	Doctors’ surgeries and hospital waiting rooms will welcome your glossy magazines.

	Charities that work with homeless people will accept clothes, food and other gifts. On a recent Christmas trip to New York I was impressed that in the lobby of the apartment building where I was staying there were boxes to collect donated items for homeless people. Supermarkets also had boxes to donate food. Charities in the UK like Crisis accept donations throughout the year.

	Animal sanctuaries need pet baskets, blankets, toys and cans of unopened pet food.



‘Take me’

If you have something bulky, not worth much money, yet still perfectly serviceable, like a bookcase, an ironing board or a garden bench, try popping it outside your home with a notice saying ‘Please take me’. Obviously you need to be responsible about this. Don’t block the pavement and do dispose of the item if there are no takers. This strategy works well in urban areas. Over the years I’ve passed on many things this way including chairs, chests of drawers, cupboards and plant pots. In London it rarely takes more than a couple of hours before something vanishes. I’ve found the fastest time to date is five minutes.

Selling

Selling is a great option if you have the time, energy and enthusiasm for converting your unwanted clutter into hard cash. Recouping some of your initial investment may help you to let go more easily. Motivate yourself by deciding in advance on a treat from the proceeds – perhaps a day at a spa, some new DVDs, a family day out or a contribution towards your next holiday.

   But be realistic about how much second-hand things make. Unless you have collectables, antiques or designer stuff, it’s unlikely you’ll make a fortune.

Local advertising

Selling the traditional way using local advertising is still effective. You can often place adverts in your local paper or Loot for free. Look through recent editions to help fix a price for your goods. A neatly printed postcard in the newsagent, library or coffee shop will cost little and reach local buyers. If you’re selling a bulky item like a sofa bed, make it clear if you expect the buyer to collect.

Car-boot sales

Car-boot sales are ideal if you have a lot of stuff to sell in one go. Although you won’t make much money from each item it will all add up on the day to a respectable sum. The drawback is storing the bags until the day of the sale. This is why it is crucial to find out when the next car-boot sale is before you start a major blitz.

   Car-boot sales are not for everyone. Judy organised one and was in floods of tears seeing her once-prized possessions selling for 99p. But if you enjoy the bargaining and the buzz, it’s a good day out. Sharing a stall with a friend will make the whole day more enjoyable – that way you can take it in turn to fetch the cups of tea!

   At the end of the day, never bring unsold things back into your home. Take the good stuff straight to a charity shop and anything broken or unsaleable directly to the council tip.

Auctions

Auctions are best for good-quality collectables, antiques and china. Always ring up in advance to see whether the auctioneer does home visits or expects you to turn up with the item itself or a photo for valuation. Premier auction houses like Christie’s and Sotheby’s hold specialist sales of memorabilia, paintings and period furniture. Local auctions sell less valuable antiques and bric-a-brac. Check what commission, transportation and insurance costs they charge. They will also advise you about putting a reserve on an item so it won’t sell at too low a price. Finally, confirm the date your goods will go on sale.

Second-hand shops

Selling your goods through a shop is ideal for designer or vintage clothes, baby gear or records. Check if the shop buys outright or gives a percentage after the items have sold.




	Designer dress agencies   Sarah, a fashion journalist, wouldn’t dream of wearing a coat from last winter. She funds next year’s collection by selling off last season’s through a designer dress agency.

	Antique shops   If you prefer to sell your antiques to a shop, contact the Association of Art and Antique Dealers to find a reputable dealer. Never allow ‘knockers’ – that’s people who just turn up at your door – into your home to see your valuables.

	House clearance   If you plan to sell a lot of household goods, ask friends to recommend a reliable firm.



Selling online

The internet is a great way to sell your unwanted things. The phenomenal success of eBay, the online auction launched in 1995, opened the way for selling over the internet. eBay was originally started so Pierre Omidyar’s wife could trade her collection of Pez dispensers. In the first three months of 2002, 5.6 million items were listed for sale on eBay UK alone. If you are a collector, beware of the temptation to buy more than you sell. A friend got so carried away bidding for a laptop he ended up paying more than the cost of a brand-new one. So stay focused – you are there to sell unwanted clutter, not to acquire it.

   You can also sell your books and CDs on Amazon. There are online maternity and designer clothes shops. Have a search around and see what’s out there.

Recycling

I’m a huge fan of recycling – I like the idea of things metamorphosing into a new shape. As a gardener, I enjoy turning kitchen waste and paper from my shredder into compost. Once a month I go up to the council tip with a car boot full of plastic bottles, worn-out textiles, batteries, bulky garden waste and cardboard boxes. It always amazes me how much can amass in such a short time. I’m lucky that the London borough I live in has excellent weekly recycling kerbside collections. Many local councils are starting to organise collections for garden waste to turn into compost. Check out what collections are available in your area. One day they may even pick up and shred all those sad discarded Christmas trees left to languish in January.

   Did you know that each year, every London household produces more than a tonne of waste? Only 9 per cent is currently recycled. This is very low in comparison to countries like Germany and Austria who recycle at least 50 per cent of their waste.

   Mobile phones are surely one of the most quickly upgraded products around. Fifteen million mobile phones were replaced in the UK in 2003. Yet only one in 25 was recycled. So over 14 million have become clutter or gone into landfill with all their poisonous chemicals. It’s estimated that immediately after Christmas 2003 750,000 phones were discarded.

   Keith likes to keep up with the latest technology but he’s also a hoarder. In drawers throughout his home, countless phones, chargers, accessories and instruction manuals were all jumbled up. He was hesitant to part with any of them because they were still functioning and might come in useful one day. Keith finally admitted he would be ashamed to be seen using an old phone – so he only kept his current phone. The rest he sent off in Body Shop freepost envelopes to be recycled and raise money for charity.

   As well as all the more familiar items like glass bottles, drink cans and newspapers, there are many other things that can be reincarnated through recycling. Before you dump your computer, spectacles, cardboard, textiles, cans of paint, shoes and toner cartridges, check out Further Information for recycling ideas.

   We also need to change the way we view the life-cycle of everyday things. A question for individuals, manufacturers and government is what is going to happen to this object when it is no longer needed? How is it going to be disposed of? Take plastic carrier bags, a fairly recent phenomenon introduced just 25 years ago. Did you know it can take hundreds of years for a bag to break down? Ireland has introduced a small charge for carrier bags that has cut usage by 95 per cent. I won a bet recently to see whether I could go a whole week without acquiring one. But it was much harder than I thought – a moment’s inattention at the till and the bag would be whipped out. Now I try hard not to get one unless it’s absolutely necessary.

Rubbish

Despite a creative approach to rehoming your surplus stuff, you will be left with some things like leaky pens, defunct kettles or broken kids’ toys that are pure junk. Bag them up and make sure that all rubbish is put out at the end of each decluttering session. If you have a serious amount of junk like old mattresses or are tackling your garage, shed or loft, hire a skip. Leave anything usable on top. The chances are some eagle-eyed person will spirit it away.

   Most councils will collect your bulky rubbish by arrangement. Usually there is a small charge – check how many items are included in the fee.

   Your council information office should also be able to advise on safe disposal of paint, batteries (including car batteries) and chemicals. Old medicines should be returned to the pharmacist for safe disposal rather than binned.

Returning borrowed things

As you delve through long-neglected piles you’ll unearth things you borrowed from friends and family years ago. Here are some of the borrowed items I’ve come across recently in clients’ homes; library books three years overdue, a christening gown, a dinner suit, fold-up beds and much, much more. Does this ring a bell with you? Are there things you need to return?

   Ben felt a hot rush of embarrassment mingled with guilt when he realised he still had his friend’s power sander. He was tempted to shove it back into the cupboard rather than admit he’d held on to it for two years. But not dealing with it is a form of clutter.

   Send a quick email with apologies and offer to return it. Chances are that if you’ve had it for a while, the lender will have forgotten about it too. If it’s so long ago that you are no longer in touch with the person, give it to charity. Similarly, if you can’t remember who you borrowed it from, ask around. But if there are no takers, let it go. As Shakespeare said, ‘Neither a borrower nor lender be.’

Regifting

I love the concept of regifting. You simply hand on something you don’t want to someone close to you. Say you get two copies of this year’s bestseller for Christmas. Regift the duplicate to a friend or put it into your present box ready to be used as a birthday gift. Some people are very comfortable regifting a present they haven’t bought themselves. And why not? We all have last-minute panics when we forget someone’s birthday or are strapped for cash. However, if this makes you feel mean and dishonest, just offer it to your friend.

How to make regifting work


	Do keep a present box on the go. Just one box will do! If your kids live in a social whirlwind it helps to have gifts ready to hand. Unwanted presents or free gifts you get every time you walk near a cosmetic counter can go as a little extra into someone’s Christmas stocking.

	If you have a bad memory, make a note of who gave you the original gift. This way you won’t trigger a family feud by mistakenly giving back an expensive wedding gift.

	Nearly everyone I work with has well-meaning friends and family who are loading them down with unwanted cast-offs. Rosemary’s best friend would turn up to visit with business suits, boxes of kids’ toys and stacks of boot-sale finds. Don’t clutter up your friends and family by pressing your unwanted stuff on to them. Ask them if they would like the stuff and don’t be offended if they say no.

	Regift freely. People often prefer their excess possessions to go to someone they know rather than a stranger. But sometimes this can be an unconscious way of holding on to stuff. If you are still attached to a Victorian rocking chair you will be looking for it every time you visit your sister. Remember, once you have given it away it no longer belongs to you. It’s up to the recipient whether to keep it or let it go.

	An elderly client of mine allocated a cupboard for all the special treasures she wanted to pass on. Now when she has a visitor they get to pick out a memento to take home.

	Ollie wraps up unwanted luxuries and uses them as place settings at her dinner parties.



Swapping parties

Arrange a get-together with a few friends or work colleagues over a glass of wine or a cup of coffee and ask them all to bring along a bag of stuff to swap. Then you can exchange a bottle of body lotion for a bestseller. It’s a great way of getting a few treats. Have fun, but don’t take things just because they are free. Ask yourself, would you give them house room if you had to pay for them?

   Vicky and her friends get together once a year for a girls’ night. They bring along their unwanted clothes and have fun trying them on and swapping them over.

Set up Ongoing Routines for Getting  Stuff  out of Your Home

As decluttering becomes a familiar part of your life, you need to establish regular routines to get rid of surplus stuff. Don’t feel you have to wait until your home is snowed under. At the bottom of my spare wardrobe I keep a large carrier bag for things going to charity. When it’s full it’s little effort to pop it round to the charity shop. I also keep a box of things I’m going to regift – like magazines for my mother, or books to pass on to friends.
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