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Start your engines and get ready to step on the gas! I’m going to break down how to organize your home, life, and mind by leveraging three simple tools: adjusting volume, creating systems, and implementing habits. I’ve used these tools consistently over the course of my career as a professional organizer, and, when used in tandem, they are magic.

You’ll learn how to cut the clutter and get to the good stuff (volume), create new structure and processes (systems), and shift your behavior to create new results (habits). By adjusting volume, creating simple and intuitive systems, and shifting your daily habits, you’ll be able to reclaim control over your home, life, and mind. The best news is you can apply this tool kit to literally anything—from your overflowing closets to your jam-packed calendar. Introducing: The Tool Kit.
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TOOL ONE

Adjusting Volume

VOLUME:
an amount, quantity, or capacity of something

If you’re feeling busy but not productive, on the edge of exhaustion, or simply stretched too thin, the volume tool is about to become your new BFF. A simple analogy: Imagine your life is represented by a single cup. You can only pour so much into it before it starts to overflow and make a big mess. If you’ve ever spilled a cup of coffee or a fruit smoothie in your car, you’ll know that the stakes are high here—avoid that mess at all costs! Instead, if you carefully monitor the quantity as you’re pouring, you’ll arrive at just the right amount—full enough without spilling over. In my experience, most problems are a volume problem; that is, a too much problem. People think they need elaborate, color-coded systems or the latest apps or gadgets to get organized, when, really, they almost always just need to have less to manage. In this chapter, we’ll thoughtfully and methodically edit your life, eliminating everything that’s not essential. What can you reduce, or get rid of completely, to simplify and improve your days? We’ll consider how your cup can be full (a rich life, enough friends, a meaningful career) without becoming unmanageable (an overflowing schedule, too many events and commitments, buzzing apps and notifications that feel relentless).

In Minimalista I talked about being a gatekeeper, the bouncer at the front door of your house who decides which items get to enter and which items won’t gain admission past the red rope. Just as every single item we allow into our homes instantly becomes our responsibility (and potentially burden) to manage, we must set up similar boundaries to curb the inflow of meetings, events, social plans, even people (!) entering our lives. By clarifying your values and then strategically cutting the clutter, you’ll be able to reclaim a sense of peace and control over your life.

THE MORE OF LESS

I’ve learned firsthand that the best way to maximize efficiency, creativity, and productivity is not to do more, but rather to commit to doing radically, intentionally less. How liberating! The foundational principle of minimalism is to first clarify what is most essential and then strip away the extra clutter. With this remarkably simple but powerful philosophy as my guide, I’ve tested the less-but-better principle in every aspect of my life and career—from buying fewer, but better things, to investing in fewer, but more meaningful relationships, to taking on fewer, but more impactful career opportunities. To ensure that you edit your life ruthlessly, but not recklessly, you’ll need to start by clarifying your deepest priorities, values, and intentions so you can filter out whatever isn’t in alignment with that vision. It’s always easier to say no when you’ve already defined what you’re saying yes to.


TRY IT

Start by clarifying your priorities in response to these prompts (it’s totally normal if this takes you some time and deeper reflection):

•   One thing I deeply care about that’s being neglected

•   One new result I want to create in my life

•   One thing I really want to create more space for

•   One thing I want to start doing more of

•   One thing I want to start doing less of

•   One big thing I’d like to accomplish by the end of next year

•   One thing I would really regret not doing

•   One boundary I can set up to minimize distractions

Once you’ve clarified the things you want most, it will be remarkably easy to cut the clutter and reduce the things that don’t move you closer to your goals.



THE ART OF THE EDIT

Editing is simply the process of deciding what you want to keep and what you want to let go of. For many people this practice is challenging, even paralyzing. Why?

First, decision-making requires lots of mental energy if you don’t have a clear process for doing so. Second, letting go can feel grueling and painful, especially when you focus on what you are subtracting. Here’s how to make it easier:

Simplify Decision-Making

To make clear, confident decisions, define clear criteria, constrain your options, and set a decision-making time frame. A few examples:

EXAMPLE ONE

You want to reduce your packed social calendar, so you have more free time for yourself.


Define Your Criteria: I will commit to no more than two social plans per week for the next month.

Limit Your Options: I will only make social plans with people I love spending time with and who add value to my life (no more optional work happy hours or preschool socials).

Set a Time Frame: I will commit to this plan for a month and then reevaluate, if necessary.



EXAMPLE TWO

You want to buy a new couch but don’t want to make yourself crazy browsing every store, reading every consumer report, or boring your friends with incessant couch chatter.


Define Your Criteria: I want a comfortable blue couch that costs less than $2,000 and is available for shipping within three months.

Limit Your Options: I will go to three local shops to test comfort and select my favorite couch from one of those stores.

Set a Time Frame: I will order my couch by March 1 and never think about couch buying again.



By defining your criteria, limiting your options, and setting a time frame, decision-making becomes less arduous and time-consuming. The final step is to banish the word regret from your vocabulary. There is no upside to regret, but you can always learn from your mistakes and do better next time. One time when I got particularly ruthless editing my clothes (goodbye skirts, shorts, and dresses), I realized that I had absolutely nothing to wear to an upcoming event. I could have beat myself up over it (what was I thinking getting rid of so many clothes?), but instead I just borrowed a dress from a friend and committed to being a little more thoughtful during my next closet rampage.

Focus On What You Are Adding Instead of What You Are Subtracting

When editing, if you focus on what you are letting go of, you will remain distracted and stuck in mental limbo. Instead, commit to focusing your attention on what you are adding or creating.


Scenario 1: When I reduce the volume of social activities I participate in, I create more quality time to spend with my closest friends and family.

Scenario 2: When I edit my wardrobe and donate a massive bag of clothes, I create a curated and spacious closet that’s lovely to look at.

Scenario 3: When I decline unnecessary social plans, I free up time to read, relax, and work on creative projects.

Saying no to some things directly equates to saying yes to other things. Consider: What do you want to edit in your life to make space for more personally satisfying passions or pursuits?



When you feel stuck, ask yourself the following clarifying questions:

•   Could I happily live without this thing?

•   Am I operating out of pressure or guilt?

•   Is this thing moving me closer to the life I want?
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FIVE THINGS TO LET GO OF NOW (LIKE, RIGHT NOW)

1. Other People’s Opinions

Oof, this one is a toughie. But, try as we might, we will just never be able to control what other people think of us. As one of my mentors used to say, “You can be the juiciest peach in the patch, but some people just don’t like peaches.” Allowing people to judge or dislike you (as if we had a choice) can be one of the most liberating pursuits of your life.

2. Comparing and Despairing (see also Instagram Doom–Scrolling)

As the old saying goes, “Comparison is the thief of joy.” In the age of the seemingly endless social media scroll, it’s far too easy to compare your own vulnerabilities and challenges with other people’s glossy highlight reels. The truth is that the shiny, happy images we see on social media (and even sometimes in real life) are a mere sliver of reality. I’ve personally witnessed many an influencer filming themselves beaming, in a spotless, styled corner of their bedroom and then returning to a screaming toddler, a work crisis, or a house full of dirty laundry and dishes, just like the rest of us. Since everyone has their own private struggles and realities you probably know nothing about, it’s best to stay in your lane, show up fully, do your best work, and try to celebrate and derive inspiration (not envy) from the success and accomplishments of others. When you do notice the little green monster cropping up, use it as information: What are you craving in your own life that you can start to activate more?

3. The I’m-Too-Old Fallacy

We have been conditioned to believe that once we reach a certain age we’re dried up, and we should no longer dream big, start a new career, move to a new city, whatever. Nonsense! As I’ve hit middle age, I’ve started looking for evidence to debunk this silly myth, which is everywhere: Vera Wang designed her first dress at age forty. Toni Morrison received her Nobel Prize in literature at sixty-two. Gladys Burrill became the oldest woman to complete a marathon at ninety-two!

4. Imposter Syndrome

I’ve coached so many brilliant, highly capable women who all have one thing in common: They’re not sure they’re good enough. Having imposter syndrome is human nature, and it’s also useless. Knowing that some of the greatest achievers in the world are also plagued by self-doubt can help normalize this very human tendency. Here’s a strategy that can help: Remind yourself that our brains are wired to protect us, and fear anything new or unknown. Experiencing fear, anxiety, self-doubt, or even panic as we venture out in pursuit of new things is completely normal, and to be expected. I’ve found myself in the fetal position more times than I can count on the way toward conquering a big, scary goal like writing a book or giving a talk to thousands of people. Now when my brain tells me to pack it up and quietly retreat, I just remind myself that fear and self-doubt are all part of the process: “Oh, here’s the part where I just want to curl up in a ball and plow through a pint of ice cream. That’s just my brain trying to keep me safe. Onward!” When you choose to stay the course even though you’re feeling self-doubt, you will build resilience and confidence and trust with yourself. Stepping out into the arena is super brave, and we all need to be kinder to ourselves on the way. If you need to hear it from anyone, you can hear it from me: Imposter syndrome is just your reminder that you’re doing something brave. You’ve got this.

5. Complaining

I once tried to abstain from complaining for a week and barely made it one hour. Yikes. Once you start paying attention, you’ll likely be shocked at how easy it is to walk through life pointing out the negative (My drink is too cold, I’m exhausted, My kids left crumbs all over the counter again). Are there things to complain about? One thousand percent. Is there an upside to complaining? Not that I can find. Challenge yourself to become more aware of your personal complaining habits so you can dial it down. Try this: Every time you find yourself stuck in complaint mode, think about something in your life that you are truly grateful for and watch your complaint melt away.



WHEN IT ALL FEELS LIKE TOO MUCH

When things feel out of whack, assessing volume in the various areas of your life can be used as a helpful diagnostic tool. Do you need to crank up the dial or turn it down? There are times when you’ll want to turn the volume up, perhaps putting more effort or energy into cultivating friendships, investing in your health, or working toward a goal, but I’m guessing that more often than not it will greatly benefit you to strategically turn the volume down and quiet that noise.

Your Digital Life

I recently did a survey on Instagram asking which areas of life felt the most overwhelming, and I was surprised to learn that (in addition to cluttered garages and paper piles) digital clutter led the pack. Technology is such a massive part of modern life that it’s imperative to create clear boundaries when it comes to what we allow in and give our attention to. If we want to spend our time on the most meaningful pursuits and achievements, instead of the most trivial distractions, we must ruthlessly edit our digital life.

EMAIL

There have been entire books and courses created on how to edit and organize your inbox, so I’ll make this brief.

1. If you have more than five hundred emails in your inbox, I suggest archiving (not deleting) all but the fifty most recent and starting from scratch. Using this strategy, you can clear out your inbox in seconds, and make it manageable to reply to, delete, or file the most recent. Exhale!

2. Decide which brands, services, subscriptions, and companies you would like to receive email communication from and unsubscribe from the rest. Your time and attention are your most precious resources. Do you really want to surrender them to learn about a sale on something called The Miracle Egg Cracker? Methinks not.

Quick Win


You can sign up for a service like unroll me to efficiently unsubscribe from all the junk and promotional emails in one fell swoop. You can also click unsubscribe each time you receive an unwanted email, which takes a second and will dramatically lighten your inbox over time. Whenever I’m engaged in a massive work project, I set up an email response indicating that response times will be delayed. My friend Holly once set up an auto-response that simply read “Happy holidays! I’m taking a break from email for the next month to focus on spending quality time with my family.” Wait. You can do that? Yes, you can.

Set Clear Professional Boundaries

Leverage your email signature to set expectations about your work hours and response times. My client Molly’s reads: “Emails will be responded to within 72 hours, between the hours of 9 a.m. and 4 p.m., Monday through Thursday only.” Clear, direct messages are best.

Bonus: Taming Social Media Messaging

If your social media inboxes are creating additional mental clutter, consider setting up an auto-response directing people elsewhere: “Thanks for reaching out. I don’t check messages here—if you’d like to get in touch, please [insert preferred method of communication here].”



SOCIAL MEDIA APPS

Chances are you have a bunch of random social media apps cluttering up your phone and your brain. As social scientist and author Arthur Brooks cautions, “Social media is the junk food of social life.” Social media can provide you with short bursts of pleasure, like eating your favorite chips or candy, but it can’t keep you feeling nourished or satisfied for long. Even though I use social media as a business and marketing tool, I’ve decided to delete and unsubscribe from all apps aside from Instagram. One social media app is all my brain can manage. Bonus: It makes it super easy for others to find and engage with me.
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Quick Win


Take fifteen minutes to delete all apps that you don’t use or recognize (what even is Cat Paint?). I suggest keeping no more than ten total if you can swing it. I recently did this and it was so deeply cleansing that I felt like I had just been to the spa. Bonus: You can organize the remaining apps into neat little folders and move them to the second page of your screen, so your home screen is just a photo of whatever makes you the happiest.



SUBSCRIPTIONS AND MEMBERSHIPS

Hard truth: The subscription business model counts on the fact that most people opt in on a whim and then totally lose track of what they’ve signed up for. It pays to get clear on which subscriptions and memberships you use so you can cancel the rest and reallocate your spending. Case in point: I recently helped a client unsubscribe from nine different streaming services and five memberships she never used for a total savings of over $12,000 per year. Win!

Quick Win


Identify and cancel all of your unwanted subscription and membership services. Apps like rocketmoney.com or scribeup.io can make this daunting process relatively quick and painless. Ka-ching! Your bank account is smiling already.



YOUR COMPUTER DESKTOP

I’ve seen quite a few computer desktops in my day, and I will confess that most of them make me a little dizzy.

Quick Win


Delete all the random downloads, screenshots, and photos from your desktop. This should take no more than five minutes and will make you feel very accomplished. For extra credit, move the documents you want to keep into neat, labeled folders divided into broad categories like Tax Documents, Work Projects, or School Forms.



DIGITAL PHOTOS AND VIDEOS

Confession: As I write this, I currently have 33,690 photos and videos saved on my phone, and they are not organized. There—I said it. Off-brand, I know, but the truth is I’ve decided I just can’t be bothered to edit and organize this part of my life. If you want to reduce volume in this department, here are a few easy action steps.

Quick Wins


•   You can merge duplicates with the push of a button on most phones, or by using an app like Smart Cleaner, Flic, or Cleanup.

•   Transfer photos and videos to an external hard drive, or online storage host like Google, Dropbox, or iCloud, and then remove them from your personal devices to clear up space.

•   Select your favorites, delete the rest, and don’t look back. Freedom!



PUSH NOTIFICATIONS

One word. Why? Unless you’re POTUS, opt out, mute, do whatever you have to do to silence that noise.

NEWS UPDATES

Now that news updates and notifications are available 24/7, the barrage of information can feel relentless and distracting. If you burst into tears or existential panic every time you see anything remotely sad, I suggest being very selective about when and how you consume your news.
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Quick Win


Identify a few trusted sources you’d like to receive news updates from and decide exactly when and how you will view them. Delete, unsubscribe, or mute everything else.



Your Environment

When it comes to your physical environment, visual and physical clutter can take quite a toll, not just on overall productivity, but also on your mental health and sense of well-being. I already detailed exactly how to edit and organize every room in your home in Minimalista, so for our purposes here I’ll just outline some super-quick volume-reducing wins.

Quick Wins


•   Clear your surfaces. Set a timer for fifteen minutes and give the cluttered surfaces in your home a good sweep. Goodbye aspirational books on your nightstand, bills by your bedside, and junk mail on the counter.

•   Make it easy to donate. Identify a few local resources that accept donations (community centers, nonprofits, parenting groups, and buy-nothing groups are great resources). Hang a tote in your entry area, and once it’s full, drop it off and give yourself a well-deserved high five. Rinse and repeat as necessary.

•   Try a purchase pause: One way to reduce physical clutter is to simply stop buying more stuff. As obvious as this sounds, halting all nonessential purchases for a set period can be a total game changer, resulting in more money in your pocket, more gratitude for what you do have, even more contentment, ease, and clarity in your day-to-day life. Hot tip: Now that we live in a world where you can order dish soap, dinner, or even a car with the touch of your fingertip, you may want to disable the autofill feature and saved credit card info that enables one-click ordering online. Creating friction will help halt frivolous or unnecessary purchases in their tracks.



Your Wardrobe

Fun fact: My brother wears the exact same thing every single day. His uniform consists of a black T-shirt, black pants, black sneakers, and occasionally a black sweatshirt or jacket when the weather calls for it. Shorts? Nope. He just rolls up his pants on the beach or in warm weather. His all-black uniform is even acceptable in top restaurants around the world, no questions asked. I’ve also arrived at my own minimalist uniform, albeit a bit more varied: high-waisted jeans, airy white blouse, high-top sneakers, done! In both cases, we’ve both found the same benefits of paring down our wardrobes—less decision fatigue getting dressed, more brainpower and mental energy for other pursuits, a great way to refine and embrace your personal style . . . the list goes on and on.


TRY IT

Identify which silhouette and colors you feel best in. Do you prefer structured, tailored, layered outfits, or a more casual or flowy vibe? Are you a bold pop-of-color person, or do you love a more neutral look? Where is the intersection of what you love and what’s practical for your lifestyle, climate, and career? You can also play around with a basic uniform, coupled with a bold accessory, to keep things interesting. My friend Tiffany never leaves the house without a hat and bright red lipstick. My client Nora dresses simply but always has incredible shoes and bags. Get yourself a signature look and embrace what you feel like your best self in.

Define your wardrobe criteria so you can avoid shopping mishaps. Maybe you want to shop small and avoid the big box stores. You might want to skip synthetic fabrics, like acrylic or polyester, in favor of natural linen or cotton. Perhaps you’re sick of wearing shoes that make you walk like a baby deer and it’s time to embrace comfort town. Take note of your likes and dislikes and own them; intentionality is the name of the game. It’s better to build your dream wardrobe slowly over time than to waste your hard-earned cash on items that just don’t measure up to your standards or preferences.
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Quick Win


Ready to reduce the volume of garments taking up real estate in your closet? Grab your donation bag and start fresh by ditching the following items:

•   Aspirational pieces that make zero sense for your actual life (I’m looking at you, ski pants, sequin dresses, and four-inch stilettos!)

•   Big-ticket items or splurges that just never worked out

•   Duplicates (unless you’re rocking a uniform, why do you have ten identical black T-shirts?)

•   Conference swag and freebies (or random corporate-logoed T-shirts!)

•   I’ve-given-up-on-life loungewear and super-sad pajamas

•   Items that don’t fit or flatter your body (bye!)



Courses, Classes, and Activities

I have a personal rule that I only enroll in one class, workshop, or activity at a time. This way I can give whatever I’m doing my all and get the most out of each investment. The same rule holds true for my daughters. They are each allowed to pick one activity outside of school (a fact that made a client’s brains explode—her three kids were enrolled in five different activities each and she had become a glorified chauffeur, finishing her workday in parking lots and drowning in logistics). This decision has been a win-win for our entire family (and for my client, who partnered with her kids to trim their activities to save her sanity and theirs). My husband and I can divide and conquer without moving into our cars, and the kids learn the benefit of fully focusing on one commitment at a time. Set limits and determine the volume of activities each kid can participate in, but allow them to take the wheel and select which pursuits they want to focus on.


TRY IT

Are you enrolled in more activities than you can keep up with? If so, ask yourself:

•   Why am I doing this activity?

•   Is this activity adding value to or detracting from my life?

•   Is this activity moving me closer to the life I want to create?

•   Would it be a relief to let it go, postpone it, or find a way to make it easier (say, with an online class or a single workshop)?




IDENTIFY YOUR TIME WASTERS

In a quest to create more time and spaciousness in our lives, we must increase awareness of our “time wasters.” These are the activities that keep us distracted and fail to add value to our lives or move us toward our bigger goals. Step one is identifying these time wasters. Here’s my quick list:

•   Doom-scrolling the news

•   Social media rabbit holes

•   Mindless TV watching

•   Worrying about things in the future that I can’t control

•   Googling which specialty ice cream shops deliver nationwide

Step two is to counter each time waster with an activity you’d like to do instead. For example, instead of doom-scrolling the news, I’d like to donate time, money, and energy to nonprofits that are doing good work to make the world a better place. My client Lisa decided that every time she had the urge to shop online, she would step outside for some fresh air and take a brisk walk. My friend Naomi now chooses to read for fifteen minutes each morning when she wakes up instead of heading straight for her phone. Feels so much better.
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YOUR BELIEF SYSTEM

In the realm of things that clutter up our lives, mental clutter may have the most impact of all. When I was certified as a life coach, one of the many life-changing things I learned was this: A belief is just a thought you’ve practiced a lot. And not only that—our thoughts create our feelings, which prompt our actions and create our results. Want to change your life? Start by shifting your mindset. It turns out that we are capable of altering and transforming our beliefs and our perspective at any time. Yep, it’s true. You’re that powerful. One of the most impactful exercises you can do is to examine your belief system and then decide which thoughts or beliefs you want to hold on to on purpose, and which beliefs you want to let go of and release.


TRY IT

Consider the following (you might want to jot down a list):

•   What do you believe about yourself?

•   What do you believe about your past?

•   What do you believe about your future?

•   What do you believe about others?

•   What do you believe about the world?

Then ask:

•   Which beliefs are serving you, adding value to your life?

•   Which beliefs are detracting from your quality of life or overall happiness?

•   Which beliefs would you like to shift or let go of completely?



In my work, I’ve coached clients through this process and seen powerful, life-altering results. Jen decided to stop believing that she was not an organized person (or capable of becoming one). She started practicing the belief that organizing might be easier than she thought. Sasha started catching herself every time she started complaining about her husband’s laziness and began pointing out all the things he was doing right instead. This single adjustment helped her remember what she loved about him, and completely shifted the trajectory of their relationship.

Amanda realized that she had spent a lifetime believing that most people were the actual worst (and looking for evidence to prove it). That’s certainly not the most useful belief system to cultivate while embarking on dating after divorce. Instead, she decided to look for evidence that people are mainly well-intentioned despite being flawed. Our brains are wired to find evidence for our beliefs, so we may as well seek out what serves us.

Here’s a very personal example to explain how I’ve used this tool in my own life. At nine months pregnant, I woke up to find my once smooth stomach stretched taught like a torpedo and speckled with hundreds of purple stretch marks. Fortunately, all was well, and shortly thereafter I gave birth to a beautiful, healthy baby girl. The skin across my stomach, and the muscles beneath, didn’t exactly bounce back (diastasis, party of one). I started having not-so-friendly thoughts, and while I kept telling myself it was perfectly normal for a woman’s body to change after childbirth, I felt like I had a shameful secret (and the stomach of a very wrinkly elephant—as I said, not nice). Friends, while I’d like to tell you that I eventually let it go, I actually became obsessed with thinking about it. I even tried bargaining with reality: “I don’t need a supermodel’s stomach; I just want mine back. Can I go back in time and just have my smooth stomach back? Put me in a time machine!” Now, here’s where the volume tool comes into play: While I still haven’t completely made peace with my postpartum body (work in progress!), I have decided that I refuse to spend any more mental energy being distracted by it. Life is just too short. I made a deal with myself: I will never make disparaging comments about my body again—to myself or anyone else. I will focus on the things I can control: showing up in the world, doing good work, being a good friend, wife, and parent. As the mother of two girls, I take this pledge very seriously. The last thing I want to teach my girls is to be preoccupied or obsessed with their bodies. By shifting my focus and turning up the volume on positive thoughts, I finally turned the volume down on the “stomach drama.”


TRY IT

Time to rewire those neural pathways, friends!

•   What personal belief would you like to shift or alter in your own life?

•   What would you like to focus on believing instead?

•   What evidence can you find that this new belief could be true?



JUST SAY NO: YOUR BOUNDARY-SETTING CHEAT SHEET

Setting clear and firm boundaries is one of the most loving

Start with the Love Part


Offer an Alternative


Make It Clear and Unapologetic


Make It Direct and Specific


Make It Non-Negotiable
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THE BOTTOM LINE
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