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Health

FOR THE LOVE OF
LIGHTENING UP

Years ago, that object might have
been a beloved possession of yours or
a family member’s. But the passing

of time has turned it into clutter that
weighs you down—both physically
and emotionally. Here, experts share
the benefits of clearing out stuff

while still honoring happy memories.

ILLUSTRATION BY SHOUT

YOUR NANA’s collection of figurines.
The treadmill from your days as a runner.
That unfinished five-year quilting project.
As spring-cleaning season kicks in, you're
inspired to chuck anything that isn’t
being put to good use. But then you falter,
since getting rid of stuff can be an emo-
tionally charged process. “A lot of us hold
on to items not because we love them or
they're useful, but because we're living in
the past or for the future,” says Monika
Eckfield, an assistant professor at Califor-
nia State University—East Bay who
studies people’s relationships with things.
Indeed, a lot of us have a hard time
letting go, if the 2.3 billion square feet—or

82.5 square miles—of self-storage units in the
U.S. is any indication. (Never mind what’s
crammed under our beds.) For the estimated
2to 5 percent of Americans who suffer from
hoarding, a mental disorder often related to
depression and anxiety, this is a problem that
interferes with daily life. But for most people,
the buildup of stuff happens gradually

and naturally over decades. Regardless of the
degree of clutter in your home, experts agree
there are ways to clear it once and for all.

» Psychoanalyze Your Stuff

“There has not been much research into why
we form these attachments to objects, psy-
chologically, but most of us form them.” says
Gail Steketee, dean of social work at Boston
University and coauthor of several books on
hoarding. She says that most people store
stuff for a handful of reasons: “Sometimes it’s
just simple joy or aesthetics—there’s pleasure
in seeing an object—but often nostalgia, guilt,
and anxiety play a role.”

Steketee suggests examining your reasons
for keeping an item: “Do you use it or not?
If not, is it something of beauty? Or is there
another reason you're holding on to it?” she
asks. “Often people pile the reasons on top of
each other—it was Mom’s juicer, and it still
works, and besides, that orange color is kind
of nice.” If you find yourself struggling for
justifications, or realize you still have an item
out of obligation more than anything else,
it may be time to let it go.

Professional organizer Barbara Reich sug-
gests considering whether your attachment
is overblown: “An item might be something
an aunt bought ages ago for 20 cents, and peo-
ple think, Oh, I can’t get rid of it. When really
your aunt wouldn’t care if you got rid of
that candy dish.” Reich also says to take a
hard look at items you're retaining for prac-
tical reasons—a box of DVDs, say—and think
about what will happen if you get rid of it
but wind up needing it later. (A DVD can be
borrowed from the library or rented.)
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» Part Ways Happily

A successful sweep can entail enlisting the DEBLUTTEH ING
help of a friend or professional organizer, THE I]IG'TAI_ WAY N O COmm.
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me, ‘There’s a time when you have to hang
up vour spurs.’” —Miranda Silva
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