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Introduction

A manifesto for cluttered creatives

You have the right to express yourself
to live your life as you see fit
to say no and mean it
to say yes with your whole being to what you love

You have the right to your own creative space
to draw a real or imaginary line around your domain and claim it for yourself
to a door that closes
to absolute silence when you need it

You have the right to spread out
to interact with your ideas
and those images and words that inspire 
you
to see them
to touch them
and doodle in the margins
until the messages seep into your bones 
and become your own

You have a right to a sacred space
that is free from intrusions
that is free from guilt
that completely supports your spirit
that is truly sacred space -
powerful as an ancient circle of standing 
stones
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Your have a right to fully inhabit your body and treat it with loving care
to a good night’s sleep, to clean teeth, warm hugs, and supportive ears

You have a right to a healthy relationship with yourself
to choose gentleness
to change
to grow more deeply into your magnificent self
to learn to be your own best friend

Your have a right to a space that allows you to become who you are
that helps you visualize your dreams so you can bring them to life 
that celebrates your gifts and all your senses
Because when you can hear your own deepest knowing, 
self-criticism dissolves
and in finding your voice, you are better able to hear others

You have a right to contribute something valuable to the world
You were born with gifts, talents, and abilities that the world needs
While the world hungers for compassion, for wisdom, for beauty, for healing
your space gives you the grounding you need 
if you choose
to courageously offer yourself

You have a right to be here, in this world, at this time in history
Despite the risks of living, breathe deeply and 
trust that you are safe
You are loved
You belong
This life you've been given is a gift
and each day, you can find gratitude
and new courage to live it with a full heart
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Chapter 1: My organizing story

Where I started

Childhood clutter
Miss Laws frowned, her wrinkled face creasing deeper as she stood over my desk. In 
front of my fifth-grade classmates, she called me out.

“Jennifer? Where is your assignment?” 

My mouth went dry. 

“Umm...”

Averting my eyes, I began to flip wildly through my social studies book – although 
the assignment wasn't in here and I knew it. In fact, it was at home, not entirely 
completed.

Many years would pass before I learned that textbooks do not make good filing 
cabinets. Old tests and corrected papers, absentmindedly folded in half, were stuck 
between the last page and heavy-duty cover, smelling faintly of ditto ink and old 
glue. There I also tucked new homework sheets, making them indistinguishable 
from the others, and promptly forgotten. Under the requisite cover of a brown paper 
bag, I had created a hidden storage system fraught with distress. You can probably 
guess where this pattern led to in my young academic career.

“It's in here somewhere,” I lied and flipped some more.

Some of my classmates started to whisper. Miss Laws hovered, holding her breath.

To tell the truth was unthinkable. I couldn't even imagine admitting that, unlike the 
rest of  my peers, I  couldn't complete assignments on time or even remember to 
hand them in.  In my 11-year-old mind, this was an unforgivable failure I had to 
conceal any way possible.
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Her  frown  deepened  along  with  her 
disbelief. I upped the ante.

“It  was  just  here a  minute ago.  I  really 
don't know where it went,” I said with my 
voice  shaking.  I  wished  the  assignment 
would  magically  appear,  completed.  I 
wished I could make myself so small as to 
be invisible. I wished that one of scruffy-
looking bad boys in my class would pull a 
stunt  to  distract  her.  Something. 
Anything.

While she waited, her sturdy taupe shoes 
planted firmly beside my desk, I flipped 
dramatically  through  my TrapperKeeper 
without producing the absent document. 
I scooted back my plastic chair, metal legs 
scraping on the floor,  and nose dived into my desk which bulged with paper.  I 
began the messy process of unpacking it all on to my desktop in this fruitless search 
for the missing homework. Anything but telling the truth: I was a perfectionist who 
couldn't manage to be perfect.

This  near-hysterical  dog-and-pony  show  developed  slowly  over  the  years  and 
became my tactic to manage the escalating pressure to perform in school. I utterly 
baffled my teachers. Here was a smart, lively, and engaged student – where was the 
disconnect? Why couldn't she complete her assignments?

“When  you  get  to  middle  school,”  my  sixth-grade  teacher  informed  me,  “the 
subjects will be harder and you'll have a lot more homework. Your teachers won't 
have time to hold your hand.” This was somehow supposed to motivate me, but it 
only added to my feelings of anxiety and helplessness.

He summed up by making this pronouncement: “You've got to figure out how to get 
your act together.” 

By high school, my teachers were apathetic at best about my poor performance.  
Somewhere  mid-semester,  I  remember  a  round-headed,  bald  science  teacher 
looking up over his gold-rimmed glasses from his grade book, making eye contact 
with me, and without even asking, he marked an X for the day's assignment.

I was an X. 
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Looking back, I know these good people had simply tired of my failure to produce, 
for appearing not to care enough to complete my work, and were trying to spare me 
the misery of my hysterical, fruitless book flipping. 

The bottom line?  Their  impatience,  cajoling,  and  sparing  me never solved  the 
underlying issue: I didn't know how to get organized and I didn't allow myself to ask 
for help. I didn't even know what kind of help I needed.

Because of this, it would take me decades to get organized. My sixth-grade teacher's 
comment would turn out to be prophetic: I would have to figure out how to get my 
act together on my own. 

But once I did, miracles happened.

Embarrassing errors 

Did I mention it would take me decades?

I'll never forget the day my high-school best friend called me and shook my world.

“So, how was your weekend at my parents' house?” She asked, her voice sounding 
odd.

“At your parents'?” I trailed off.

And then I remembered. With a sickening jolt, I remembered how her folks had 
gone away for the weekend and asked me to feed their dog and cat for two nights. I 
had completely forgotten. I'd written nothing down from our phone conversation a 
week earlier and it completely slipped my mind.

“Oh God, Leah,” I stammered. “Oh my God. Are they okay?”

I was mortified. I'd left these two sweet animals alone and stranded without food or 
water for three days. This was unforgivable.

“Well, they were in the garage and they pooped on the floor, but they seem to be 
fine.”

Needless to say, I apologized profusely, but was never again asked to house sit. I was 
deeply shaken. This error revealed to me a frightening side of my disorganization 
and forgetfulness in which other beings could be harmed. I felt deeply ashamed, but 
still utterly unaware that a solution was possible.
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Collegiate chaos

Going  to  college  took  my  disorganization  to  a  whole  new  level.  There  I  was, 
handling my own academic career without parental supervision - bedtimes, part-
time jobs, long-distance phone bills, and roommate issues. The expense of college 
was a huge source of  pressure for me since getting any bad grades would  be a 
disappointment  to  my  parents  and  a  financial  loss  to  them.  The  stress  was 
tremendous.

And so was the joy. I loved my college, which was small enough that students could 
get involved in almost any of the dizzying array of non-academic activities. By my 
junior year, I was singing in an a capella blues group, taking advanced French and 
Spanish classes, working as a lifeguard, leading the music at Mass on Sunday nights, 
helping with the school literary publication, leading retreats in Campus Ministry, 
preparing to be a student teacher,  and managing a long-distance romance -  all 
without any kind of organizing skill. 

It was a precarious set up at best and my body protested by breaking out stress-
related  hives,  making  me so itchy I  couldn't  sleep.  I  had  bouts  of  debilitating 
diarrhea which was later diagnosed as Irritable Bowel Syndrome. But when I started 
developing  fuzzy,  dark  spots  in  my  vision  that  wouldn't  go  away,  I  was  truly 
concerned. I now know that all of these symptoms were connected to the anxiety 
and pressure I felt inside.

...and a small breakthrough

Although the free cookies were enticing, it was the title of  the free seminar that 
really grabbed my attention: How to Manage Your To-Do List. Having never used a 
to-do list before (yes, truly), the idea of managing one sounded like an intriguing 
idea.

When I learned that it would be led by a perky, curly-headed adviser at my college 
who I loved dearly, I was hooked. If Colleen was teaching it and there were cookies, 
I was determined to find a way to squeeze it in.

In the tiny, stuffy meeting room packed with students, staff,  and even faculty,  a 
miracle happened. Colleen stood in front of  a flip chart with a blue marker and 
drew a large square, her tongue sticking out in concentration. 

“This is your to-do list,” she began. “But, according to Steven Covey, everything on 
your to-do list falls into four categories...”

She drew again - a large cross inside the square that created four smaller squares.
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She labeled as she described it.  “Across the top you have Urgent tasks and Not 
Urgent tasks. On the side, there are Important tasks and Unimportant tasks.”

I was a little perplexed, but intrigued.

“For example, if you have a task that is Urgent and Important, like a paper that's due 
tomorrow  –  it's  Urgent  because  it's  due  tomorrow  and  Important  because  it's 
connected to your grades. So, because it's Urgent and Important, it would go here.” 
She pointed to the upper left square.

A light bulb went on. So, some tasks are more important than others?

“In this next quadrant,” she continued, “You list things that are Important, but not 
Urgent. Let's say you need to do some research for a paper, but it's not due for a 
month. It's Not Urgent, but it is Important.”

Wow. My mind was blown. 

“The idea is  to create this sectioned to-do 
list, and then when you work, you start doing 
the  Urgent,  Important  items  first.  Once 
they're done, you focus on the things that are 
Important, but Not Urgent.”

Wait. You can do that?

“Here's  the  deal,  though:  Covey  really 
stresses  that it's  important  to  create a  life 
that has as few Urgent,  Important tasks as 
possible, because it's so stressful to live that 
way, always on a deadline. The goal is to live 
in Quadrant 2 as much as possible, so that 
everything you do is both Important to you 
but Not Urgent.”

It was as if my world had cracked open. Suddenly, I was seeing with completely new 
eyes.  Up to  that  free class,  everything  in  my life  had  been  always  Urgent  and 
Important.  Now I  could  see a  whole new way of  living.  I  sensed  a  tiny bit  of 
spaciousness seeping in if I could have some control over what I did and when. 

For weeks afterward, I drew squares in my spiral notebook or on the backs of old 
worksheets, filling in each square dutifully. Although I was seriously daunted by the 
volume of  tasks in the Urgent/Important quadrant,  I  finally had  a  way to sort 
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through my responsibilities and, instead of relying on my faulty memory, it helped 
me remember the tasks that weren't Urgent until I could get to them later.

Career challenges
Unfortunately, learning to track responsibilities and tasks didn't prevent me from 
overcommitting. 

As I moved into a career, I was still hounded by struggles with disorganization to 
the point where I almost lost my job.

That's right. In my last full-time job at a college, before Inspired Home Office was a 
twinkle in my eye, I almost got fired. 

I was written up three times, enduring painful evaluation meetings with my two 
supervisors,  one  a  kindly,  supportive  soul  and  the  other  woman  who  seemed 
unhappy and immature.

Facing them, I felt like that fifth-grader I had once been.

“We don't understand why you can't perform the duties of this position.”

I was over-committed and disorganized, but I couldn't tell them that. I wished for a 
textbook to flip though, so I could distract them from my performance.

“I'm trying the best I can,” I explained. “It's just hard to juggle everything, especially 
since I'm not full time and students stop by to chat with me when I'm trying to 
work.”

Friendly supervisor nodded sympathetically. Snarky boss continued,

“Do you understand our issues with your work?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think what we're requesting is reasonable?”

“Yes,” I said, choking back my emotions.

“Do you think you can do a better job?”

“Yes.”
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Then she asked  me to  sign  the  document,  conveying  that  I  agreed  with  their 
evaluation of  my performance and understood that future failures to perform to 
these standards could be grounds for termination.

“Okay,”  I  said  meekly,  signing  it  while I  fought back  tears.  I  felt  so small  and 
humiliated. I loved my work and wanted to keep doing it, but I couldn't advocate for 
myself.

“We're not trying to be monsters,” the friendly supervisor piped up, trying to lighten 
the mood. “We really like you and want to see you succeed.”

I smiled weakly, dabbed at my my eyes with a sweaty, balled up tissue, and nodded 
solemnly.

“I'll try my best,” I told them, leaving the meeting to ride home on my bike, the path 
ahead of me blurry through my humiliated tears.

In truth, I have these two women to thank. They revealed to me that there comes a 
point in life where you realize that it's time to release strategies you've carried with 
you since childhood – even if you don't know what will take their place. In my case, 
I was tired of feeling ashamed and less than other people. I was tired of hiding my 
forgetfulness and disorganization.  Within a week,  I  went to see a friend at the 
college's counseling center and she  diagnosed me with ADD. It was a surprisingly 
relief-filled revelation.

Slowly, I started to figure out how my brain – my beautiful,  quirky, and creative 
brain worked and what it needed to succeed.

Clarity and change
After the third of these meetings, I decided 
to  quit  my  job.  I  wanted  to  stay,  but  I 
needed  space  to  figure  out  myself  and 
where I was going in my life, without the 
daily and constant pressure of snarky boss' 
scrutiny. 

I took a week-long retreat at a little cabin in 
the middle of winter, every room painted a 
deep shade of red, with a view of a serene 
lake and ducks dabbling in the shallows. It 
was  there,  in  that  dark  and  womb-like 
setting that I began incubating a new life. 
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I set an intention to discern what I was good at. I brought with me personality tests 
and printed-out summaries of my strengths, a box of magazines for vision collages, 
my journal, a good pen, and a big set of colorful markers. I went with the intention 
that I would emerge from this solitude and reflection with clarity about where I was 
going in my life. 

And I did. A week later, I emerged with a vision of a woman, myself, standing in the 
sun  overlooking  a  sun-drenched  hillside.  In  her  outstretched  arm  she  held  a 
brilliant silk scarf above her like a flag caught in the wind. This image told me: You 
aren't going to  compromise your integrity or squelch your essence ever again just to 
earn a dollar. You are going to experience freedom. You can be a creative soul in the 
world and be your beautiful self. 

This idea frightened and excited me all in one breath. At long last, I was showing up 
for myself and claiming my life as my own. When I returned, I submitted my letter 
of  resignation to the surprise of  my supervisors. When they replaced me, I later 
learned that they hired two and a half people to fill my shoes. Vindication.

Well, kind of. I still didn't know how to solve my disorganization and optimism that 
caused such overwhelm. But thanks to the deep discernment of my retreat, I was 
more open to options I'd never considered before - including self-employment. 

Finding the motivation 
I felt equal parts admiration and fear of the well-known team, Brenda and Sandy, 
two  of  the  most  accomplished  and  well-regarded  real  estate  agents  in  my 
community.

They gave me a gift - their trust - as I started my first self-employment endeavor as a 
decorating and staging consultant. Brenda and Sandy were my first clients.

After our initial meeting with one of their sellers, we stood outside in the street and 
debriefed. They thought it had gone very well and told me so. Brenda revealed that, 
until recently, they had worked with another stager.

“We liked her work, but then she started showing up late to appointments. One 
time she had a childcare issue and didn't even call. We waited for her and she never 
showed up which made me look bad in front of  my seller.  I  just couldn't keep 
sending her business.”

In four sentences, this well-coiffed and friendly lady had just given me the ground 
rules: be on time, keep your agreements, and I'll keep sending you business. I was 
both intimidated and inspired by her faith in me, discovering an excitement and 
purpose to get my act together. The success of my new business depended on it. 
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Becoming organized
I'd like to tell you that it was easy. I wish I 
could say that it was a linear process that you 
can  easily  duplicate.  My  process  toward 
getting organized was neither of these, but I 
found my way a little at a time.

Covey's quadrants had been very helpful, so I 
attended a day-long workshop on how to use 
their planner system. I used it for a long time 
and some of it stuck, but the system was so 
regimented that I didn't get the full benefit. I 
started  playing  with  different  kinds  of 
calendars  and  to-do  lists,  including 
electronic  tools,  then  in  their  infancy.  I 
learned  a lot,  but  something  was missing: 
me.

In making friends with my brain, I started thinking up tools that played to my own 
strengths. I started creating planning worksheets, using big calendars and small,  
just to try out which ones worked for me. I used colored pens and highlighters. 

Then came the Play-Dough. Remember that stuff? It's childhood a tiny can with a 
bright yellow wrapper. Just taking a sniff made me grin.

I wanted a calendar that would help me remember to send out my newsletter on 
time and make appointments visible, since they were inconsistent. A paper calendar 
wasn't cutting it.

“What do you think you really need?” a friendly friend inquired.

“Well, paper seems too visual somehow. I want something I can touch, and move,  
and manipulate.”

As I  haltingly described what I  needed,  I  noticed my hands making a repeated 
squeezing motion.

“I kinda want to squeeze things in my hands and move them around.”

“Like PlayDough?”
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“Yes! Exactly!”

By the end of the afternoon, I had designed a horizontal, two-month calendar on a 
large piece of  foam-core paper.  As  I  rolled  and  squeezed  the  Play-Dough into 
intuitive shapes, I felt ecstatic. I placed them on the calendar in strategic places and 
grinned. 

“This will work!” I exclaimed. And it did!

The visceral, tactile aspect of  the orange stars (for my newsletter) and the round 
blue shapes (for my consultations) helped embed the events in my body, not just in 
my mind, while the scent of the clay evoked happy associations in my heart. Not 
only did it work, but it was fun to use. 

This was a revelation. Instead of assuming I was a failure at time management, I 
played. I gave myself permission to experiment instead of focusing on perfection. 
Though I still had disasters, they decreased in frequency and so did the paralyzing 
shame that  formerly accompanied  them.  I  could  see progress  like I  never had 
before.

The big difference was my attitude. For once, I wasn't getting organized because I 
was  broken  or  trying  to  prove  myself  to  anyone  else.  I  was  curious.  I  was 
experimenting. I was making small steps in the direction of the vision I had created 
for my life. At the age of 32, I began to discover just how amazing my creative brain 
was and how it worked best. I'd become my own best ally.

And, miracle of miracles, for the first time in my life, I was staying on top of things. 
I started feeling like I had my act together.

Bringing it to the world
Jenny walked into her home office and screamed.

“Oh my God, I love it!”

She wandered around, looking at my handiwork saying this same phrase over and 
over again.

“Jen, I love it! I love how much light my desk has on it!” She sat down in her chair,  
“And look at the view I've got! And the rug – you turned it – I love it!” She reminded 
me of those makeover shows on TV, only it was me who had done the transforming.
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Two days later,  Jenny emailed me to reaffirm just how much she loved her new 
space. She was more productive, able to focus better, and loved how cozy it felt. 
Even though I had made only minor tweaks, it (and her work) was transformed.

“You must bring this work to the world, Jen. 
You have a gift. You need to share it.”

As you can probably imagine, especially now 
that  you  know  my own  disastrous  history 
with disorganization, I  was skeptical  that I 
would have any credibility as a professional 
organizer.  After  working  with  a  business 
coach and testing out my business idea with 
volunteers,  I  found a surprising number of 
people  who  echoed  my  friend's  words.  I 
started  to  believe that  I  did,  in  fact,  have 
something valuable to offer, that perhaps my 
own chaotic  past  was  an  asset  in  helping 
others over the same bridge.

So  I  began  sharing  the  techniques  I  had 
discovered  in  getting  my  creative  self 
organized to assist others like me in doing the same through my work at Inspired 
Home Office.

I've created this book for you because I have a strong sense that even if our unique 
experiences differ,  you have had times when your disorganization had you feeling 
ashamed, isolated, and stuck. You've been both criticized and ignored by people 
whose respect you crave and, despite your best efforts, sometimes you still feel like 
your life is held together with spit and string, ready to fall apart at any moment. This 
isn't melodramatic, it's the truth. You can't imagine the consequences if that awful 
moment happened.

Many of the women I've worked with over the years are professionally accomplished, 
bright, soulful, and funny yet confess to me the secret shame they feel about the 
condition  of  their  homes  and  home  offices.  Between  paper,  time,  and 
commitments,  they feel  overwhelmed  by complexity  and struggle,  often utterly 
exhausted by the effort to keep it all together.  

In the pages that follow, I share both big picture concepts about how creative people 
think and organize themselves, as well as worker-bee-detailed ideas about how to 
apply these concepts to your life so they work intuitively and enjoyably for you. 
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One caveat: make them yours. These are just concepts and ideas intended for you to 
customize and adapt them to suit you. Use your creativity, rather than a desire for 
adherence  to  any  certain  principle.  You're  an  amazing  human  being  with  a 
gorgeous,  complex mind and an beautiful,  radiant heart.  Trust what you know. 
There's no need to be or imitate someone else in order to belong. 

May you come to appreciate how beautiful and you are. May you be liberated from 
the clutches of  your clutter and the limiting beliefs about yourself  that create it.  
May you be inspired by the pages ahead to create the life of your dreams. 

If it was possible for me, dear heart, it is possible for you, too.

You are here
I’m a fan of those kiosks in large buildings that display a colorful, glowing diagram 
of the entire floor plan.

On it, no matter how lost, there’s a friendly star that tells you where you are: You are 
here.

Knowing  where  you  are  helps  orient  you.  It  helps  you  find  direction  to  move 
forward confidently. It helps you appreciate where you’ve come from.

A map for an inspiring home office

Just  for  you,  I  made a  map that  shows  the  path  to  creating  a  workspace  that 
nourishes you. Where are you?

1. Feeling deeply stuck and unsatisfied.
2. Creating an idea of the workspace you really want.
3. Taking stock of how things are today.
4. Clearing out the things that no longer serve you.
5. Finding intuitive places for the things you want to keep and use.
6. Enjoying a fairly functional, soul-nourishing workspace.
7. Creating fun, intuitive systems for projects and tasks.
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Find yourself on the map
Reflect  on  these  seven  stages  and  notice 
which of them describes you best today.

If  you’re on several  of  these steps at once, 
that’s totally normal. You may also find that 
you repeat some steps again and again. It’s a 
process. That’s just how it works. 

Take a moment to notice what step(s) you 
are on today and how you feel about it. As 
we  move  into  the  next  chapter's  content, 
you'll  discover  how  to  shift  the  negative 
patterns that are keeping you stuck.

Here you are
As you read this book, you'll see a cute daisy (below) appear periodically. When you 
see it, check in with yourself and notice “where you are” - how you're feeling and 
what you might need in the moment. 
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Chapter 2: Self-care and compassion 

You are not your past
I know you've worked hard to clear up your space in the past and then had that 
frustrating moment of discovery that it all came back again – and worse – leading 
you to wonder what the point is. Why bother when it just returns?

It's  easy to use these experiences to prove that you're a lost cause.  That you're 
hopeless and practically helpless to win over the clutter. I promise you're not.

Making friends with your space means becoming aware. It mean waking up so you 
can  really  see  and  understand  what's  happening  without  judgment.  With  this 
awareness, you can change your choices and behaviors.

In  the  past,  you  may have  used  this  awareness  to  criticize,  cajole,  and  berate 
yourself  into action.  The approach I  use at Inspired Home Office is  completely 
different.  In the words of  educator,  Carl  Rogers,  "People only seriously consider 
change when they feel accepted for exactly who they are." Acceptance is the key. 
Acceptance has the power to transform.

Choosing compassion is life-changing. The more tenderly you treat your heart, the 
more open it becomes to change. Change at the heart-level is slower, but it lasts.  
You will  be amazed at the changes that transpire when you choose to practice 
treating yourself like the gentle soul you are. 

If you feel skeptical about this approach, just make room for that emotion and know 
that I've worked with countless women who have doubted too, who thought that 
being tough (or exhausted) was the only way to get organized, yet still made the 
shift to more orderly and delightful lives - through self-compassion.

In this chapter, I'll share with you the transformative power of gentleness and how 
self-care is the key to creating the lasting results you crave – not only in your home 
office, but in your life. 
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How non-judgment heals the chaos
If you look around you in overwhelm at the stuff that's still on your desk from who-
knows-when, take solace.

Sometimes that stuff  is there because it's comforting. It might even help you feel  
like you have a handle on things better than if it were all tucked away invisibly. This 
physical stuff  can help you feel grounded - even if  it's more than you really want 
around you all the time.

There's a beautiful thing at work when you keep clutter around you.

Stuff - it's self-care
In  a  world  that  can  sometimes  seem 
hostile  and  overwhelming,  it  can  be 
comforting  to  return  to  the  familiar  of 
your stuff. You can see it. It's real. And it's 
yours.

You're waiting  for the  but,  right?  There 
isn't one.

If having your stuff around you makes you 
feel safer, I applaud you for finding a little 
peace in this life. A lot of people never do. 
If  you  make  neat  little  piles  of  things 
because you need  to feel  some kind  of 
control  in  life,  good  for  you.  This  is 
beautiful. It's self-care.

If you print things very sparingly, using the both sides of all your papers, aware of 
the environmental impact of  using tree-based products.  This helps you feel  like 
you're making a difference. Brava to you. 

There's nothing wrong with any of this.

Even if you're embarrassed about how your office looks or the way you do things, I  
want to tell you now: they're perfect. You're perfect - because you're doing your best 
to care for yourself.

Compassion and acceptance (we need it)

The trouble starts when you judge your behaviors with a mean and critical eye.
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You look at the stuff around you and the gremlin on your shoulder chimes in with 
its interpretation of your shortcomings, foibles, and failures. "You should be this," 
and "You should do that." How bossy!

Truly, there isn't a single  should in organizing. You don't have to use those ugly 
manila folders. You don't have to get rid of that pile (or roomful) of receipts. You 
don't have to sit in an uncomfortable chair all day if you don't want to. There is no 
right way.

That shoulder gremlin might want you to heed its dictates, but the truth is: you're 
the boss of your land. You're the CEO. You get to decide what feels good and right to 
you, no matter how raucous that gremlin is.

Believe it or not, that opinionated critter has a job to do: protect you. It wants to 
make sure you're safe and want to prevent you from hurt. However, sometimes the 
information it gives you is out of date. Like, “Keep yourself small and don't make 
waves.” or “It's selfish to put yourself first.” or “If you let go of too much stuff, you'll 
end up destitute.” 

The gremlin’s input may have been relevant at some point in your life,  but now 
you're a grownup with interests and passions and a mind of your own.

Invite gentleness into your organizing process
Maybe you can relate to wanting something to change (your office, for example). In 
your heart, you honestly want to have less clutter, more clarity, more free time. Yet 
maybe you've noticed that no matter how much harsh self-judgment and inner 
nagging you use, it's just not that effective at creating the results you want.

I want to encourage you to experiment with a totally different strategy: acceptance.

Instead of criticism, be honest. In stead of judgment, try understanding. Instead of  
right/wrong, open up your heart and mind to the idea that your choices are neutral.

The gentleness litmus test
If you're not sure if you're being judgmental or accepting, imagine saying or doing 
to someone else (an employee, for example) what you're saying or doing to yourself.
Berating yourself  for another missed appointment or overdue bill? Insisting that 
you work 10 days in a row without any free time to dream? Harshly critiquing your 
space as inferior or substandard?

Can you imagine doing or saying these things to another living soul? If not, this is 
your litmus test. You could use some acceptance.
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Judgment says:  "You slob.  Why can't you ever keep anything organized?"
Acceptance says: "Hmm. I can't see the surface of my desk." (neutral)

Judgment  says:  "Taking  time  for  myself  is  unimportant  and  selfish."
Acceptance says: "I could really use some me-time, even if I don't know how 
to create it." (neutral)

Is there room for more acceptance in your life?
Acceptance is a decision you make again and again. When you accept yourself and 
free your spirit from self-judgment, your stuckest, most unappealing behaviors will 
start to shift. Without having to work so hard.

Here are some great ways to honor the gremlin’s message, without letting it destroy 
you.

Notice self-judgment
Judgment  comes  up.  That's  what  our 
brains do and there's no need to stuff it 
down. However, instead of taking it on 
and the self-loathing that often comes 
with  it,  practice  neutrally  observing 
those messages and seeing what comes 
up.

Express gratitude 
These  messengers  have  something 
important  to  share,  so  you  can 
acknowledge  the  message  and  its 
intention. Then thank this part of  you 
for speaking up and let it know you'll 
take it under advisement. Some people 
imagine giving it a cookie or asking it to leave now that the message has been 
acknowledged. 

Do what feels right to you
There's no reason to be a captive to your self-judgments. Ask yourself, "What would 
bring me more peace?" and "What would the most loving thing?" Trust what comes 
up and then do that. Even if it means changing nothing just yet. You're allowed to 
just be.

When perfection does more harm than good
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"It has to be perfect! What will they think of me if it isn't?"
"It's so far from perfect, I just can bring myself to even work on it."
"Why bother? It/I will never be perfect."

You may want to be reasonable and compassionate with yourself,  but you crave 
perfection sooo badly. The pursuit of it can depress and exhaust you.

What's really going on
The  root  of  the  word  perfect (Merriam-Webster)  comes  from  two  words:  per 
(thoroughly) and facere (to make). To do something thoroughly. In other words, to 
make thoroughly, or complete.

Completion  sounds  more  reasonable  than  some  of  the  ultra-sparkly  so-called 
perfect things we see in ads and on TV. To make something thoroughly brings it into 
the realm of human ability. It's do-able.

The problem we encounter with  completion  is  that  life  doesn't  have thorough 
endings.  We empty  the  recycle  bin,  it  fills  back  up  again.  You  clean  off  your 
bookshelves,  and a few months later there are more books on it.  You finish an 
article, but another one is due the following week.

Many of my clients are eager to have a photo-ready home office, but using the space 
means that even when it looks perfect, this is just a temporary state. Nothing is ever 
done.  Knowing  this  means  that  there's  a  better  way  to  find  completion  and 
perfection that is in union with this principle of flow.

Aren't we the judge of what's perfect?
In some ways,  you are the judge of  what is  perfect.  For the sake of  research,  I  
searched for the hashtag  perfection on Twitter and found people tweeting about 
perfection in the weather, a CD mix, a Broadway soundtrack, a margarita, and an 
actor. Not only did I find the wide variety of categories amusing, it was clear that 
each person has her own internal  sense of  what is perfect,  based on one's own 
standards.

Perfection also exists in the form of the Divine, independent of our judgments.

There is an essence of the Divine which is Perfection Itself which no person can ever 
achieve. In the same way that the Divine love is perfect love, we love imperfectly. 
Your essence is perfect, but as your strive for divine perfection in your actions, they 
will always be expressed imperfectly.
All of this heady stuff is here to make a single point. I promise I'm getting there.
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What is your need?
Look within and think about something you wish could be perfect, even for just a 
few hours.

For  many  people,  seeking  perfection  comes  from  a  desire  for  approval,  to  be 
accepted, to belong. This is a deep human need, and we think perfection will help 
us get this need met. Some people seek perfection in fear that something bad will  
happen.  Failure  to  meet  high  standards  turns  some  wonderful  people  into 
controlling, stressed-out souls.

If you're trying to create a life that's harmonious and perfect, I invite you to reflect 
on what your primary motivation is to get there.

Are you making perfection a condition of your happiness?
Perfection itself isn't the problem, it's the pursuit of perfection that troubles us. We 
fall into the trap of thinking, "When my desk is clean, when the bills are paid, when 
I get some time to myself, ahhh... then I will be happy."

You've probably heard of the if-then concept from others wiser than I. With regard 
to this topic, it's worth repeating: contentment has no conditions. It is a choice. 
There is no finish line to cross it before you can feel happy, satisfied, and content.

The challenge, and the opportunity, lies in accepting where you are right now on 
your journey toward perfection. Accepting that wherever you are, it's just the right 
place to be. There's nothing you need to do except take a moment to notice, and 
even appreciate, where you are on your path.

In fact, you may find that the less you push for perfection in your life, business, and 
workspace, the closer it becomes. If you can let go of your attachment to a specific 
outcome, and become open to the lessons that life provides, your path will be less 
stressful and more joyful.

How thinking gets you into trouble (and out of it, too)
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Sometimes it's not the clutter
Sometimes it's what we think and believe 
that causes the most trouble in our efforts 
to become organized.

Imagine sitting down at your computer to 
check your email and, when you open the 
inbox, the number total unopened emails 
is in the 4-digits.

You look at that number glowing on your 
screen and quietly think to yourself,
"I'm so behind. I'm never going to catch 
up."

That little comment is so quiet that you 
hardly even notice it. Even if  you do, it's 
so quick, it barely registers before you're 
on to the next thing.

Looking more deeply at your thoughts
The effect that thought has on you is immense. Deep in your brain, it triggers a 
response to a threat. Your body begins to prepare for battle or flight, as if a raging 
mastodon is about to eat you – your skin begins to sweat,  heart rate increases,  
adrenaline is released to give you the power to escape.

Most of the time, you have no idea it's even happening. Your brain is on auto-pilot.
The problem is that you can't put this response to good use. You can't punch your 
inbox's lights out or throw a javelin at it.  And,  even if  faced with thousands of  
emails, you probably won't take flight and run screaming down the hall from them. 
In  other  words,  all  your  body's  triggers  are  out  of  alignment  with  the  actual 
stimulus.

Overload
Worst of  all,  if  you're like a lot  of  stressed-out,  busy people,  you're constantly 
thinking these kinds of thoughts:

I'm so behind.
I should have this done by now.
I promised I'd have this back to her.
My client is showing up any minute.
I'm never going to get caught up.
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I'll never break through.
I forgot that AGAIN!?
I should be doing way more than I am.

Say these kinds of things to yourself enough times and you'll feel like you're always 
running and always fighting for some peace.

Stress isn't a baseline state
When it  comes to surviving  an encounter with an angry mastodon,  stress  is  a 
lifesaver. But when your opponent is your inbox or your desk top or the pile on to of  
the shredder, that level of stress is out of alignment. We all do it, but it really can do 
us harm. Ask any cardiac expert.

Lots of people jump to the conclusion that, if the inbox is causing you stress, the 
solution is to clean it out. I say, Woah there. Since I don't want you to be a slave to 
your inbox, I invite you instead on a journey of far greater subtlety.

Practice noticing your thoughts
Like a lot of  people, if  you can't see something, it doesn't exist. Inspired Spouse 
suggested that I start keeping a list of the thoughts that come up for me. What a 
fabulous idea. I kept a running list for the next week, just to see what was there.
Neutrally observing your beliefs is freeing in a way that a desperately clean desk 
isn't.

See your thoughts as visitors, not 
guests

Just  because  a  missionary  rings  your 
doorbell, doesn't mean she can move into 
your guest room. Just because you think 
you're  behind,  doesn't  mean  that  belief 
needs to move in and run your life. Instead 
of opening the door and willy-nilly letting 
in any thought,  ask yourself  if  you want 
what they're selling. 

When you start noticing your thoughts as 
visitors, you're actively loosening the hold 
they have on your spirit - not to mention 
your autonomic nervous system. You get to 
decide what stays and what goes - which is 
empowering.
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Gently start sending your thoughts away
In other words, when you notice a thought,  don't cause more damage by telling 
yourself, "Dummy! Why are you thinking that again?" Be gentle.

Notice if there are thoughts you want to release because they're not really true. If  
you're feeling behind, behind compared to what? What if it were okay to be exactly 
where you are right now, even if it's not where you wanted to be?

The key is to begin to cultivate gentleness and acceptance toward yourself.

The thoughts inside your head can sometimes be harsh and cruel - and you can't 
thrive in an environment like that. When you put your spirit in front of the line, the 
thoughts may still come up but they won't run your life.

Discovering what fills you and how it affects your life
Have you ever noticed that your workspace is a container?

Your  space  is  a  vessel  that  holds  your  ideas,  your  dreams,  your  projects  and 
everything you bring to your work. When things are squeezed in to the point of  
over-fullness, it's hard for the good to come in - new clients, new ideas, and even 
income. This kind of abundance can make your work harder and thwart your best 
efforts.

If you take a peek with me into the clutter clearing process, one powerful discovery 
my clients  find is  how their stuff  originates  from choices they make -  or defer 
making. Ideally, you bring compassion and gentleness to this awareness, not guilt or 
self-judgment. 

Acknowledging your role allows you to choose differently. It sounds simple, but it's 
quite profound. You can begin to create a healthy barrier that determines what can 
come into your space (from you) and what stays out.

This  act  of  choosing  again  and  again  over  time  allows  your  physical  work 
environment to become spacious. You begin to have room for inspiration, for Divine 
gifts, for the freedom and peace you crave.
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Taking choice one step farther
One of the reasons I struggled with clutter and overwhelm for so long is because I 
believed that I could and should handle everything myself. In my assessment, no 
one could do anything as well. I often had this tight, clench-y feeling in my chest 
that blocked out my ability to receive help.

Underneath my belief that I do it best was a whole lot of fear: of losing control, of  
making mistakes, and fear of trusting someone else. Along with that fear came a lot 
of  resentment that no one was helping me. (Oh, the irony.) I can hardly blame 
them.

What  resulted  from  this  belief  was  a 
stressed-out,  over-committed,  unhappy 
body and one very empty, dried-up heart.

If  you relate, I want to gently remind you 
that when you're filled up with anxiety, a 
case  of  I'll-do-it-itis,  and  frantic  pace, 
there's not a lot of room for love to come 
in.

If  you do it too,  please know that you're 
not  doing  it  wrong.  You're  perfect  and 
you're doing the best you know how. Take a 
moment to feel some compassion for you. 
You have a lot on your shoulders.

You don't have to carry it all
You  really  don't.  In  fact,  you  physically 
can't. I've tried myself and failed many times. If you consider for a moment just how 
large the world is - with over 6 billion people and trillions more animals and plants -  
you can appreciate the impossibility of the arrangement of handling everything all 
by yourself.

So gently bring in some curiosity. What could  you set down? It might be something 
physical  in your space that you want to release.  It could also be a belief  or an 
assumption that's weighing on you.

Maybe you'd like to sit with these two questions or journal about them and see what 
comes up for you: What can I set down? What do I need? As you do this, practice 
curiosity and compassion with yourself.
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Heartfelt sharing
At the end of a two-day workshop with my friend and mentor, Mark Silver, I came 
home feeling  emptied  of  my  inner  clutter  and  deeply,  deeply  refreshed.  I  felt 
inspired to write about my experience and share this writing because it underlies 
the importance of what fills you and one's place in the Universe:

I am a vessel. Everything I have comes from the Divine in love. All my gifts 
and talents are Divinely-given. They are a gift to me - and I am grateful.

This shell, the vessel that is my body needs preparation to hold these gifts. 
For when I am full of accelerating foods and fatigue-inducing foods, when I 
am full of mistaken beliefs about who I really am, when I'm full of all the 
things I'm supposedly responsible for,  when I  am full  of  interesting  but 
distracting information, the Love can't get in. The Compassion can't get in. 
Deep, abiding acceptance is blocked from my heart. In this place, I feel fully 
overwhelmed and empty at the same time.

The vessel that is my body needs love and protection. It needs a veil that 
limits how and what I consume. The precious vessel of my body has a limited 
capacity to hold, so I must release those things that do not nourish me. I  
choose to hand over anything that divides me from Source.

I can not control outcome. Like Mary Oliver shares in her poem, Wild Geese, 
I can only "let the soft animal of my body love what it loves." I can only accept 
my true place in the scheme of things:

A vessel of Divine gifts
A servant to others
A pilgrim on a journey of love for God, for others, of self.

I  am one very small part of  something much greater than me - and I am 
grateful.

If this sharing moves you, read it again and let the I/me words mean you.

There is a lighter path ahead
Every small step you take toward self-care and space-care leads to growth. If you feel 
intimidated by your space, find ways to bring curiosity to your heart's needs. If that 
feels too big, start with something super-small.

Just know that it's possible to choose spaciousness by starting with the physical 
(your stuff) or with your heart (your beliefs and needs). It only takes a moment to 
set something down and make space for the love to come in.
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You are so much more than your clutter and the things that overwhelm you. You can 
be free of  the excess that you carry and feel deeply nourished. May you know how 
much you are loved - for you are.

A surprising tool for increasing productivity
At least once a month there are more unanswered emails in my “inbox” than I care 
to admit.

Sometimes my best intentions are thwarted and I get feedback from trustworthy 
sources that I'm not “on my game.” Email is often part of it, but I've also given out 
the wrong time for a class, failed to prepare properly for a meeting, and spent too 
much time working on stuff that wasn’t all that important.

Stressful high standards
My high standards are where the problem started. When I make my first flub, the 
little Gremlin of  Self-Judgment perches on my shoulder and whispers some not-
very-nice things about me. When I make my second flub, the whisper becomes a 
stern repartee.

It only gets worse from there. After days of failures and falling short, I end up buried 
in  self-judgment,  feeling  exhausted  and  feeling  rather  insecure  about  my 
competence as a business owner.

If  people I admire didn’t tell me they have weeks just like this, I would be really 
scared. But I know it’s normal.

If anything, making a few gaffes illustrates how far I’ve come as a cluttered, creative 
person. I  used to forget things daily.  I  was constantly late,  making excuses and 
tearfully begging forgiveness. My teachers never knew how to grade me at the end 
of  a semester because (although I participated enthusiastically in class) I’d never 
turned in any homework.

I have come a long way.

What trips me up
When I start forgetting things, I use it against myself. As evidence.
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That nasty gremlin is out to prove that I’ll always be that disorganized girl. It says, 
“You think you’re so organized, we’ll just see, shall we?!”

And then I make another mistake. “See?? Ha! Ha! You ARE the same person you’ve 
always been! You’ll never be organized!” And then I make even more mistakes. Ugh.

What I do (and maybe you might like to try too)
The other day, I had a nice talk with my wonderful, sensitive friend and uncle, Tim 
who facilitates non-violent communication workshops. I really admire him. Uncle 
Tim caught  me  off  guard  when  he  used  a  term  I’d  never  heard  before,  “self-
empathy”. When he said it, little bells rang gleefully inside my heart.

Self-empathy
When I catch myself making a mistake and entertaining that nasty inner gremlin, I  
take a deep breath - and say something gentle like this to myself:

“Jen, you are having a hard week. You’re feeling badly about not showing up  
the  way  you  want  to  with  people  you  really  love.  You’re  feeling  really  
embarrassed for missing connections and for giving incorrect information.  
It’s okay to feel sad and embarrassed and disappointed.

“You’re  human.  It’s  okay to make mistakes and not to  be perfect.  You are  
doing the best you can right now. I want to remind you that your heart is in  
the right place. Forgive yourself for making these so-called errors. Don’t let  
your past determine your future, okay? You can start fresh, right now. You are  
a good human being and I love you.”

Reading  this,  I  wiped  away  a  few  tears, 
took a deep breath,  and let the love and 
acceptance in. It's such a different way of 
talking with myself; peace settles into my 
heart  in  place  of  previous  doubt  and 
anxiety.

Compassion  is  a  powerful  tool 
for creating order

What I  am slowly discovering is that the 
more compassionate I am with myself, the 
more  productive  I  am.  It  sounds  anti-
intuitive,  but  judgment  makes  my spirit 
shrivel  up and escalates anxiety.  When I 

31

No amount of order 

creates happiness. 

Only you can create 

happiness.



am compassionate with myself, I feel free. I have choices and see opportunities to 
adjust my actions creatively.

Of course, this is about organizing, but it’s also more than that. The truth is, no 
amount of order creates happiness. Only you can create happiness. So, while you’re 
on the path to becoming more organized and less cluttered, why not offer yourself  
the compassion and self-empathy you crave?

The value of a single step
If you’re like me, it takes a long time to learn certain things - like how to keep your 
desk  clear,  how to  make friends  with  your calendar,  how to  integrate spiritual 
principles. That sort of thing.
 
If this sounds like you, you also know how frustrating it can feel to be a learner - to 
always be in process and never quite get to the finish line.
 
Even though I’d  known it a long time,  one day it hit me that the journey of  a 
thousand miles really does start with a single step.  And then another step and 
another one after that. Even infinitesimally small, every step takes you closer to your 
goal.

The cost of denying your progress
Once I heard a story of a woman who handled an entire remodel of her home by 
herself.  Her  husband  was  seriously  impressed  by  her  organizational  skills,  the 
management of workers, and the overall improvement of their living space yet over 
the  course  of  the  project,  he  didn't  offer  a  single  word  of  praise.  In  fact,  he 
consciously and deliberately waited until the very end of the project to compliment 
his wife on her accomplishment. He wanted to make a big gesture at the end. When 
I heard this, I was incredulous. Why wouldn’t he compliment her along the way?

Before you get all irate like I did, think for a moment: This is exactly what many 
people unknowingly do to themselves. Maybe even you.
 
Think for a moment about whether you tend to just keep at something, nose to the 
grindstone  without  pausing  until  the  end.  If  you  deny  yourself  the  joy  of  
recognizing your forward movement, even tiny steps, you can end up losing steam 
on your project or even give up before finishing.
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Celebration gives you a boost
When you’re doing something challenging that takes a long time to complete or 
change, an uplifting boost along the way can make all the difference.

That’s why I’m such a fan of celebration. It's encouraging and uplifting. And so easy 
to do!
 
For example, at the beginning of each month, I meet with my community to look 
back over the previous month and pause to celebrate our accomplishments, big and 
small. We talk about the specific things we accomplished, which is important, but 
also  what  we started,  what  we moved  forward,  what  we discovered,  and  what 
unexpected challenges we met. We celebrate how we felt while doing something, 
not just the doing. It's so energizing!

Celebration changes your brain for the better
When change comes slowly,  we start to think we’re never going to get “there”  - 
which isn’t true, but it can feel that way. Celebration changes the things we say to 
ourselves.
 
While I was walking the Camino de Santiago, a 500 mile pilgrimage, sometimes I 
would look at the overall map of Spain and feel discouraged - like I was never going 
to get to my destination. But then I’d think about how far I’d walked that day, all the 
beauty I saw, and the people I met and I felt uplifted. My frustration changed to 
positive  self-talk  and  I  found  the 
inspiration to continue.
 
By  pausing  to  celebrate,  whether  at  a 
monthly meeting  or at  random intervals 
during  your  day,  you  bolster  your  own 
growth.  You start defaulting  to positivity 
instead  of  negativity.  By celebrating,  you 
find  evidence  that  you  are  indeed 
progressing in a direction you chose.

Try celebrating on for size
I  invite  you  to  think  about  what 
accomplishments  you  feel  good  about 
from the last three months.

What did you like about how you 
spent your time?
What positive feelings did you experience?
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What did you start?
What did you finish?
What did you discover?
What decisions did you make? 

If you want to experience how good celebrating feels, I invite you to write down your 
thoughts  and even share them with  someone you trust.  You may find  yourself 
feeling newly energized!

Self-care is not self-indulgent
We talk a lot about self-care at Inspired Home Office. One of the reasons for this is 
that I’m challenged by it personally! I regularly forget that I run out of steam about 
once a week.  When I  force myself  to persist through my fatigue,  it has lasting 
consequences on my health, well-being, and overall happiness.

My  definition  of  self-care  is  any  activity  that  leaves  you  feeling  refreshed, 
invigorated, alive, and content.

The four kinds of self-care

Movement 
Movement  is  self-care  that  includes  activities  like  walking,  hiking,  running, 
drawing,  painting,  dancing,  stretching,  gardening,  knitting,  cycling,  swimming, 
yoga, and practicing stillness. If you’re in a beautiful setting as you do these things, 
even better.

Body care
Caring for your body can include sleeping, eating, drinking water, bathing, yawning, 
sneezing,  eliminating,  brushing  teeth,  combing  hair.  Done  lovingly  and  with 
compassion, these activities can be profoundly nourishing.

Contemplation
Come down out of your head to bring awareness to your heart and connect with 
Source. Ways to do this include prayer, gratitude, retreating, meditating, journaling, 
collage making, labyrinth walking, singing, silence.
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Connection
Being with people or critters who recognize Who You Are is a kind of  self-care. 
Honoring, validating, listening, hugging, laughing, sharing, crying, meaningful eye 
contact, touch. Sometimes you need to ask for these things to receive them. Totally 
okay.

What you do matters less than how you do it
If  you rush through self-care, it will  just be another task on your to-do list. The 
heart has its own timing, it unfolds no faster than it can. Hurrying will just bruise 
this tender process.  Take your time with your self-care. You’ll benefit - and so will 
everyone and everything around you, including your creative endeavors.
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Chapter 3: Decluttering

Clearing comes before organizing
If  you've been struggling with clutter for a while, you might think that the next 
logical action is to start organizing. 

Think  again.  There is  actually  a  step before organizing  that  is  critical  to  your 
success: learning how to identify and remove the things that don't serve you or your 
work.  This is  decluttering a process of  recognizing the unused,  out-of-date and 
unloved objects in your space that feel  old,  heavy,  dead,  or laden with negative 
emotional energy. 

In the process of clearing them, you'll end up doing some organizing, but the focus 
is on anything that hinder your future organizing projects.  In reality,  when you 
organize,  it's best to have as few unneeded,  unwanted items to sort through as 
possible. This is why I separate the steps. First you clear out what's unwanted, then 
you organize what's left over.

Another advantage to clearing before organizing is that you develop the skill,  as 
you're clearing, to recognize patterns. For example, when you remove a pile on your 
desk piece by piece, you begin to discover you received numerous catalogs that you 
never look at. This discovery gets you thinking about how to avoid receiving more 
catalogs in the future. The ability to recognize patterns allows you to make your 
future organizing systems easier to use by reducing the total amount of materials 
that need to be handled.

Most of all, the other skill you develop is becoming more comfortable with how to 
let things go. Because getting rid of things is frightening for many people, learning 
this can be a life-changing development. This chapter explores strategies about how 
to release things with ease, respect, and clarity.

Compassion and changing unconscious patterns
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Every day, when you get the mail, you come into your house through the same door, 
and you set it all down in roughly the same spot with the intention of dealing with it 
later.  Unfortunately,  if  later doesn’t come as often as you’d like,  the pile of  mail 
grows from a couple of inches in week one, to a small stack in week two, and at the 
end of the month into an overwhelming pile. 

For most people, this process of getting the mail and plopping it down somewhere 
is completely unconscious. In fact, you're mystified by where all this mail came from 
because it happens unconsciously. Anything you do without awareness represents a 
well-established neural pathway in your brain. We develop strong neural pathways 
in order to be more efficient.

This efficiency also makes our unconscious actions difficult to change. When you’re 
not aware of setting down the day’s mail in the same spot, you’re not aware that you 
have an opportunity to do something differently. In fact, you don’t recognize that 
you have a choice. Unconsciousness thwarts change.

Problem-awareness is a great place to start
If we have any awareness at all it’s usually at the 
level of the problem. We look at the mess and 
feel frustrated, overwhelmed, and hopeless. If 
you get to this point,  it’s  really great.  This is 
because you now have a little bit of awareness 
that you can use, in part, to fuel change.

Let’s say that you woke up one day and had an 
a-ha  moment.  You  realized  that  if  you 
continued to put all  this mail  in the kitchen, 
you’d  be  buried  by  next  summer.  This  is  a 
wonderful  revelation!  When  you  realize  that 
things  aren’t  working  and  you’re  dissatisfied, 
you’re ready to move into the change process.

Discovering that something isn’t working is an 
invitation  to  become  curious  about  it. 
Interestingly, this is not what most people do. 
Many people discover a problem exists and go immediately into action to fix it. 
There’s  nothing  wrong  with  this  approach,  but  it  tends  to  produce  knee-jerk 
responses and quick-fixes that don’t last. If  you discover that you’ve gotten really 
behind on email, a reactive action would be to try to clear it all out in a half-hour. 
Not a bad solution, but it doesn’t change the circumstances that filled up your inbox 
in the first place. Ideally, your solutions both solve the problem and prevent it from 
happening in the future.
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Cultivating curiosity
Instead of fixing the problem immediately, you can become genuinely curious about 
it. I like to practice “doing it wrong” for a while and noticing what I discover. In 
other words, I like to become conscious of all of the parts that lead to the error. If 
the problem is the mail  pile,  I  watch myself  getting the mail  and watch myself  
setting it down in the kitchen and watch myself avoiding looking at it when I walk 
by and watching how I hide it when company comes over.

Experimenting with solutions
It doesn’t take very long to notice the actions that lead to this pile developing. Once 
I have this information that I gained from being curious, I develop a theory that I 
can test. I have a strategy based on my observations. For example, I might decide to 
sort out the stuff I don’t want to read before I set it down on the table, reducing its 
volume by half. This becomes an informed action, rather than a reactive one.

When you’re doing this kind of experiment, the goal isn’t to do it perfectly. When 
you’re experimenting, the only intention is to see how well your idea works. If  it 
works well, great! If it works for a while and fizzles out, great! If it bombs on Day 2, 
great! 

If  your experiment didn’t work for you, that doesn’t mean you’re a failure. It just 
means you need to gather more information to do a new experiment. Think about 
what didn’t work for you.  What worked? What did you resist?  What need went 
unmet? 

Once you address these questions, you can start to develop a new experiment to see 
if it works better for you. This might sound tedious, but it’s quite effective. If you 
think about the various mediums you’ve played with - writing, fiber, beads, collage, 
music  composition,  poetry,  -  even  if  you’re  not  an  artist,  you  found  you  have 
particular favorites and others just didn’t work for you. The same thing applies to 
creating  a  more  spacious  environment.  It  just  takes  time,  play,  curiosity,  and 
experimentation.

Uncertainty contributes to clutter
Before I  started  getting  organized,  and  getting  my life  together and  starting  a 
business, I was like a zombie. I was sleepwalking through my life, waiting for good 
things to happen, but not really knowing what I wanted.

I see this phenomenon in the lives of my clients and class participants. How can you 
know what to get rid of  if  you don’t know what life holds? What do you keep if  
you’re  not  sure you  know what  you  need?  It’s  like packing  for a  trip,  but  not 
knowing what the destination is. Are you going to the Alps in winter, or Bermuda in 
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summer? If you’re not feeling totally satisfied with your life, or you’re just hanging 
in there due to unexpected or stressful life events, it’s normal to want to hang on to 
lots of things, just in case.

If you notice this pattern in your own life, just 
know that the intention is usually to feel safe. 
It’s to give yourself  some comfort. If you don’t 
know what lies ahead or you’re just starting to
wake up to what you really want,  the idea of 
getting rid of stuff can be scary.

The down side of hanging on to things out of 
uncertainty is the heaviness of  it,  both literal 
and energetic. Sometimes we end up carrying 
decades of belongings with us. This can affect 
our mobility, health, and well-being. 

Go gently
When you choose to proceed slowly, you begin 
to wake up to what you really want. One of the 
things  I  find  is  that  clutter  is  a  buffer  from 
making hard decisions. If I finally get my tax information together, then I’ll have to 
find the money to pay what I owe. If I clean up my space, I’ll have to be visible or 
face how unhappy I am. 

Keeping the stuff with you can provide a safe buffer until you figure out what you 
really need. And how to proceed gently with making those important choices.

Clearing stuff organically and with minimal resistance

If  you’re feeling overwhelmed by clutter, take solace in the knowledge that you’re 
not alone and in very good company.

Solace alone isn’t  enough to dissolve your overwhelm,  though.  And  the clutter 
doesn’t go away on its own. You’ve probably noticed that.
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The downside of “kicking yourself into gear”
The downside? It hurts! Kicking is ouchy.

Instead of feeling guilty, frustrated, and trying to kick yourself about your clutter, 
how about trying a gentle, non-violent process that honors all of you - and still gets 
results?

I offer to you a gentle, non-traditional way to work through clutter. Just follow the 
steps below.

Where is the clutter?
Look around your space and zero in on where the clutter is and what it is. Is it a box? 
Some piles? A piece of furniture full of magazines? Is it everywhere? Just notice.

Notice what it means to you
Take a moment to look at one area that’s really bugging you. Chances are good that 
the stuff there holds some emotional significance.

When you look at the clutter, notice: what emotions come up for you? Maybe you 
feel overwhelm, or resentment, or apathy, or confusion. Or something else. Can you 
tell what you’re feeling? Give that feeling a name.

Open up to the feeling
Lots  of  people think  that  moving  the clutter  will  make their feelings  go away.  
Sometimes this works. Sometimes it’s more loving and respectful to feel the feeling 
first and take action after.

Once you have named the feeling, make some space in you to feel what comes up. 
Let it be okay that you feel this way. Emotions are good and they give us useful  
information.

Notice what it reminds you of
Stuff holds memories.

I worked with a client who had several boxes of things that belonged to a beloved 
family member. Although she didn’t like the cluttered boxes, she realized that she 
still felt grief over the loss of this special person. This is what the “clutter” reminded 
her of.
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Another  woman  realized  that  the  clutter  in  her  office  reminded  her  that  her 
husband had “taken over the house” after he retired. Her feelings were about the 
clutter and also her loss of space and control. Big stuff.

So, I invite you to gently inquire if the stuff 
you  have  reminds  you  of  something 
unresolved. It’s okay if it doesn’t. But ask. It 
might be helpful information.

You might have more emotions. That’s okay 
and  totally  normal.  Just  let  yourself  feel 
whatever comes up.

Ask yourself what you need
This  is  the  most  important  question  at 
Inspired Home Office: What do you need? If 
you have clutter, if you have feelings, if they 
remind you of something, ask: what is it that 
I need?

When you ask yourself  this question, trust. 
Trust what comes up for you. Give this process some time and really listen. You 
might even want to write the words down.

Asking this question will give you better ideas because, in the end, no one knows 
how to care for you better than you do.

Think about how you’d like to meet that need
Once you get a tiny idea about what you need, begin to think about how you might 
like to create it. Take some small steps. Reach out for support.

Then, repeat. This is because clutter will continue flowing into your space. Clutter is 
a lot like leaves in autumn. Leaves fall and scatter, so we rake them up. Spring and 
summer create more leaves, and then they fall again. So we rake them up.

There’s nothing unnatural about that. That’s just how nature is. It’s the same with 
clutter. Paper. Email. We can spend a little time paying attention to it, asking some 
insightful questions, and the way to rake them up appears.

Doesn’t that sound nicer?
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Why these steps work
Clutter usually exists for more complex reasons than we realize.

This process creates space for the whole story instead of treating clutter like The 
Problem. After working with me for a while, some people report that the clutter just 
doesn’t come back. And they feel peaceful about the stuff that does appear. So cool!
When I work with people 1-on-1, I use the very same process with them and it works 
magic.  The discovery in this process can feel  exciting.  The amazing part is that 
people really do get excited about cleaning and decluttering. And so can you.

The non-violent process is organic and can meet your need for a clear space in a way 
no “handy organizing tips” ever could.

Healing an abusive relationship with clutter
Have you ever said something along the lines of:

• I need to whip my office into shape.
• I want to cut through the clutter.
• I just need to kick my own butt.
• I'm going to take a stab at it.

A quick Google search for clutter solutions reveal phrases like:

• Fight and Beat Clutter
• Conquer Clutter
• War on Clutter
• Combating clutter

If you use this kind of language, it reflects a certain degree of frustration with your 
circumstances. Overwhelm. Fed-up-edness.

Violent language is a concealed attempt to motivate. It’s arguably effective, but at 
what cost?
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If  you use violent language about your clutter,  you are both the abuser and the 
victim at the same time. It means that every foray into your workspace to get work 
done feels like a battle that you’re simultaneously winning and losing.

Not feeling inspired at work? No wonder.

Make peace with your piles
Making peace with your clutter begins with a 
simple thing: calling it by its proper name.

Is  it really clutter?  Or is  it  bank statements, 
notes from a conversation, and unsorted mail? 
Maybe it’s notes about a new idea. Or your kids’ 
drawings from first grade.

Call each object by its real name. And a lot of 
that anger and violence will dissipate.

What it’s there for
If you’re like a lot of people who remember only 
what  they  can see,  having  items  around  and  visible  is  an  intention  to  remind 
yourself.  It  may not  always  work  well,  but  you’re  making  an  effort  to  care  for 
yourself.

The point is to reflect on the intention of saving the things you’ve saved and honor 
the choice you made.

When you can find respect for your choices, the violent relationship dissipates. In 
its place what evolves is a desire to care for yourself, your space, and your stuff in a 
loving way.

How to gently declutter a cluttered home office
When your desk is overflowing and overwhelming, it’s hard to know where to start! 
You might have hidden gems in those piles, so you don’t want to be careless. On the 
other hand, it feels really hard to get motivated.
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Here are some gentle ideas for moving your stuckest clutter:

Gentle idea 1: Limit your time
Rome wasn’t built in a day - and neither will you build the spacious workspace you 
crave overnight. But you can begin gently.

Limiting  the amount of  clearing  sounds  counter-intuitive,  but it  appeases  your 
inner obstinate, three-year-old (I don’t wanna!) into going along. “Only 20 minutes? 
Well, that’s not so bad. I could do that.”

So set a timer or turn on an alarm for 20 minutes and just go. 
Do anything at all. Be sure to stop when you say you will - or at least before you’re 
tired.

Gentle idea 2: Divide your project into imaginary sections
Maybe you’ve noticed that the longer something sits untouched, the more invisible 
it becomes. Things disappear in plain sight! Big projects stop us in our tracks. One 
of the ways to manage this is to use your imagination to divide chunks of stuff into 
smaller sections.

For  example,  if  you  have  a  full  closet,  the  task  of  “doing  the  closet”  can  feel 
overwhelming because there’s so much to address at once. However, if you use the 
shelves in the closet to mentally divide it into 5 sections, your goal then can be to 
work on one shelf at a time. If you have a big box of stuff, just imagine that you’re 
slicing it into quarters, and then set your goal to do the first quarter of the box. 

When it comes to clearing clutter from your space, it’s this invisibility that makes it 
hard to start the clearing process. If you’re not aware of what’s there and you can’t 
see it, how can you clear it?

Here are three ideas to try:
• Draw a circle around it (restrict)  - Take a lovely piece of ribbon or blue 

painter’s tape and encircle the area you want to clear. Or work on a an area no 
bigger than a beach towel. By restricting the sheer number of square inches, 
you’ll find you can concentrate better to clear it!

• Put it somewhere new (relocate) - By physically picking it up and moving 
it, you create spaciousness - and focus. Once you have that pile on your lap 
(or cafe table or park bench), you can clear out the unnecessary with greater 
ease.
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• Turn it over (reverse) - Amazingly simple AND effective. Take any old pile, 
flip it over, and start working from the bottom. The stuff  you now pick up 
first is enough out of date that it’s way easier to clear.

When it comes down to it, what’s needed is a chance to really see what is there so 
you can decide what happens next. 

Using imaginary sections helps you wrap your brain around the project and reduces 
overwhelm. One of my clients divided her garage into the North, East, and South 
projects. These pretend sections make a big project more manageable and easier to 
start.

Gentle idea 3: Grant yourself permission to go slowly
If  you work fast,  no problem. But if  you’re loathe to start in the first place, give 
yourself permission to go at deliberate pace.

One way to go slowly is to practice picking up one thing at a time. This sounds a lot 
easier in theory than it is to do. In reality, your brain is much more focused and 
useful  when it  can sort  one thing  before switching  to the next.  Trying  to sort 
through two or more objects at once taxes your short-term memory,  which can 
reduce the amount of time you’re actually able to work on the project. Deal with one 
object at a time and get more done.

Granting  yourself  permission  to  go  slowly  also  lets  you  off  the  hook,  is  more 
compassionate,  and makes you more likely to work on the project again in the 
future. Slow and steady wins the race.

Gentle idea 4: Set an intention
When I teach classes, this is the thread I weave 
through everything I do: don’t just do -   figure 
out the heartfelt reason why you’re doing it.

Intention is powerful. It determines outcomes. 
If your intention is judgmental or unkind, you 
are  more  likely  to  feel  terrible  while  you’re 
working on your project and more likely to stop 
before it’s finished.

The antidote is to set an intention that aligns 
with  your  best  self  and  ties  the  work  of 
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decluttering  to  a  desired  feeling.  When  you  see  that  decluttering  helps  you 
experience the life you want, it becomes less onerous.

For example, you could say, “I’m decluttering in order to feel confident, grounded, 
and spacious.” Suddenly it’s not such drudgery because it’s in service to a desired, 
higher good.

Know thyself: The key to getting ahead of your stuff
Have you ever had to dig to find an important piece of paper? (Okay, who hasn’t?)

Generally speaking, the stuff on your desk is made up of three things:

• Projects in progress
• Things “to do” that aren’t urgent
• Miscellaneous stuff you don’t have a home for

Beyond that, there are also file cabinets and bookshelves and closets that contain 
storage. There’s a lot of stuff around!

The reality of stuff
One day it  dawned  on me that all  of  this  paper -  every last  piece of  it  -  was 
eventually going to end up in the trash can. So will yours.

It could be tomorrow or it could be after your death, but all the stuff you’ve got is 
temporary.

The root of the word maintenance means “to hold in your hand” - to physically pick 
the thing up and do something with it. Maintaining your accumulated papers is an 
important key to having a resilient business and organized office. Sounds bone dry, 
doesn’t it? Keep reading, though, there’s more to it.

Space care is self-care
See, creating a habit of picking up things in your workspace and deciding what to do 
with them can be a really profound way to care for yourself and your business.

Maintaining your space provides an opportunity to make decisions about things 
you’ve  been  considering.  It  diminishes  visual  distraction.  Most  of  all,  this 
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maintenance helps your business and your brain stay in a state of flow, rather than 
stagnancy.

How do you like to maintain?
When it comes to maintaining one’s office, there three kinds of people: Schedulers, 
Tenders, and Buddy-uppers.

• Schedulers like to treat their office as if it were a real client. You like to make 
appointments in your calendar that set aside time to work on maintaining 
your  office.  This  system  works  as  a  reminder  and  it  helps  you  prevent 
procrastination.

• Tenders treat their office like a houseplant. When the office starts wilting or 
gets chaotic,  Tenders people will  take time out and deal with the clutter.  
You’re not crazy about being pinned down to a specific schedule, but when 
things get out of control, you go into a flurry of activity to get it back again.

• Buddy-uppers like to have real live humans involved in the maintenance of 
their office.  Having  someone’s  support that you’re accountable to is  key. 
Having a sounding board is extremely helpful because the companionship is 
reassuring and it helps you stay focused.

The love behind the maintaining
It’s important to know that no maintenance style is superior, just unique to you. If 
you haven’t done maintenance in your office for a while, give some thought to what 
approach might be most helpful for you. And take the next step.

The end goal of  maintenance is to help bring each paper, each item, to the next 
place it needs to go - when the time is right for you. Sometimes it’s to a file or back 
into the mail, sometimes it’s the trash can or the recycle bin.

If you take one item at a time and choose its next destination before moving on to 
the next, it can be a few short minutes before your office is a spacious, invigorating 
place to work.
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Clearing projects and getting unstuck in the middle

Have you ever started a clearing project and get stuck right in the middle? You want 
it cleared up, but you can’t seem to move forward.

That’s because there are actually three different kinds of clearing projects. Each of  
them need a different kind of  energy and focus to stay in flow. When you know 
which one you’re doing,  you can avoid the stuckness and make friends with the 
process. Want to know how?

Voila! The three kinds of clearing projects:

1. Chaos
2. Organized chaos
3. Refinement

Type 1: Chaos
Chaos is the state in which the space you’re organizing has no order to it at all.  
Whether it’s a small container or an entire room, it contains items which have been 
placed there unconsciously, by default, haphazardly, or all of the above. Whew!

I’ve met many people have a room in their homes that is in chaos. It usually contains 
full or unopened boxes from their previous move, extra furniture, unused storage 
containers, CD collections, recycling, pet carriers, etc. Maybe you have a room like 
this - or just a drawer.

When you begin organizing a space that is in chaos and has no order, go slowly. I  
usually recommend going slowing and mindfully anyway, but when starting from 
chaos it’s especially important. Begin by going for the low-hanging fruit. Look for 
similar things - like all the empty shoe boxes you know you don’t want anymore, 
flatten them and recycle them.

The benefit of  going for related, similar things is that you start to see categories 
within the chaos. The next time you run across a shoebox, you brain says, “Aha! I’ve 
seen  this  before and  I  know exactly  what to  do with  it!”  Your brain  begins  to 
recognize  patterns  within  the  chaos,  and  this  in  turn  reduces  overwhelm and 
increases focus.
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When I coach people who are starting from this 
point, I often recommend focusing on clearing 
out the things you don’t love,  use,  or need.  I 
emphasize this because it gives you so much 
relief.  It  also  ensures  that  when  organizing 
begins, you’re only finding homes for the things 
you really want.

When your project is in the chaos state, keep 
your expectations low on the first go-around. It 
takes a fair amount of time to purge out the old, 
divide the remainder in to categories, and then 
give homes to all your possessions. If you’re an 
optimist, ask yourself how much a friend could 
complete  it  in  an  hour’s  time (for  example). 
This  helps  you set kinder,  saner expectations 
within the amount of time you have.

Type 2: Organized chaos
Organized  chaos  happens  when you’ve organized  an  area  in  the past  (fully  or 
partially) but entropy and/or life sets in on top of the order. This is really common 
for us creative people.

One time I cajoled Inspired Spouse into working on our garage. She had previously 
agreed to, but was feeling apathetic at best about the project when it came time to 
do it. Some whining might have been involved. When I suggested that we do just an 
hour, she got up, left the room, and came back with our alarm clock. “An hour,” she 
agreed. I laughed because I recommend this trick all the time!

We’d organized the garage beautifully two years ago when we had our yard sale. 
Since  then,  the  order  got  buried  under  boxes  from new  computer  equipment, 
produce boxes from our local  farm stand,  bags of  donations for Goodwill,  and 
supplies from completed home-improvement projects. Boring stuff.

75 minutes later, the garage looked amazing. All the boxes had been recycled and 
the truck was loaded up with donations. Inspired Spouse sorted through two boxes 
of childhood treasures while I reorganized our paint cans. After a thorough sweep-
up, it looked so good I actually considered hanging out in there.

When you’re doing an organized chaos project, get clear about the results you want. 
Do you just want to get rid of the mess on top? How about some deeper organizing 
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underneath? How much do you want to sweep up afterward? Choose an amount of 
time you want to work and go at it!

Type 3: Refinement
Refinement  happens  when  you  work  on  a  space  or  area  that’s  already  fairly 
organized and relatively free of clutter. One day, you just take a good look at it and 
think, “This could work better for me.”

I was also reading about the health dangers of sitting for long durations and got 
really motivated to research standing desks. When I searched Google Images for 
ideas, I discovered a lot of  DIY and IKEA hacks, but most of  them were ugly or 
would cost more than my budget.

Then (talk about refinement!) I realized that the extendable legs on my already-
beloved desk are just high enough to be waist height. Amazing! Happiness!

After adjusting the height (and freaking out the cats) of my work surface, I refined 
where my files are located, how to use my mouse, and added jars of  pens to my 
desktop. I love it! I feel free at my desk now, instead of trapped.

When you’re refining, you won’t always know what the solution is. It’s important to 
focus on what outcome you want, and then brainstorm all the ways you could create 
that result. You’re creative - this is what you’re great at! Eventually you’ll come up 
with a solution that you love and setting it up will feel like a huge gift to yourself.

Bringing consciousness to the things you own
If you're like me, you probably have a mental or written list of items you would like 
to add to your life at some point. You may find yourself thinking about how much 
that item would add to your life and how much you’d enjoy possessing and using it.

Yet many things come into your home and your office that arrive with less intention 
or forethought.

Things that own you
Prime culprits fall into these categories:

• That which is sent to you by others: mail, catalogs, opportunities
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• Things that other householders bring in: miscellaneous items, laundry, 
the pet’s toy

• Things you thought you might need someday: an odd business card, a 
brochure for a class, a CD you never listened to

• Unwanted bits that arrived with things you do/did want:  packaging, 
storage cases, twist ties

• Broken stuff: Empty printer ink cartridges, outdated equipment, batteries 
you’re not sure have totally expired

• Invisible stuff: Things that used to support your and your business but no 
longer do

Technically  these items  belong  to  you,  you  probably  don’t  consider  them your 
possessions.

Ironically,  the  Oxford  Dictionary  of  English  states  that  the  root  of  the  word 
possession is “able” and “to sit”. That’s right. Unwanted possessions are able to sit -  
and sometimes quite persistently.

Surrounding yourself with possessions you’ve chosen
One of the biggest blocks I see with home-based businesses are quantities of things 
from the categories above - that have accumulated over time. When I ask, my clients 
tell me that they feel dead walking into their office. Repelled. Dread. Exhausted. 
Unmotivated.

That’s because they’ve accidentally surrounded themselves with belongings they’ve 
not chosen consciously.

Ideas for clearing with intention 
If you accumulate possessions unconsciously, there is a remedy.

Begin simply by picking something up and asking a simple question: “Does 
this support me and where I want to go in life?”

If it doesn’t support you, it doesn’t belong in your space.  Chances are good 
that someone else can benefit from its use -  whether directly or through 
recycling. Moving it along frees up space and energy.

If the item does support you, the next step is to give it a home where you’ll 
remember to access it if it doesn’t have one already. 

The key is to invite in what you want - on purpose.
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Give yourself permission to invite in your office only what will support your work, 
effectiveness, and joy. Doing this will give you more energy and momentum to do 
the work you love.

You are surrounded with abundance
Maybe you hate the way your printer works. Or the snarl of cords that lurk under 
your desk. Maybe it’s the massive accumulation of half-finished projects. Or papers 
that may have been important once, but now fill you with dread.

Sometimes it feels like your stuff has you.

Because  of  the  negative  feelings  you  have  about  some  of  the  items  in  your 
workspace, you begin to resist the the whole enchilada. You avoid your home office 
because it feels cramped, uncomfortable, and it’s hard to get anything done.

Over time, you start to develop a barely-tolerable relationship with your space.

Renegotiate your relationship
If you are in a relationship with a person who nourishes you, you actively care for 
that relationship and give it your time and attention. You give back what he or she 
gives to you. You grow closer and feel loved and supported.

It’s the same way with your belongings.

If something you own feels unsupportive or draggy, it’s healthy for you to manage it 
so that it doesn’t affect you negatively - or you can simply let it go. You have a right 
to a workspace that feels clear and inspiring.

Find gratitude for your stuff
While you may feel enslaved by stuff, in reality, you are swimming in abundance. 
Every object around you is like a friend, waiting to assist you, help you, or inspire 
you.

Even negative-feeling items around you are your devoted, if imperfect, servants.
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• That printer will print out anything you ask, at any time of  day, in almost 
unlimited amounts.  Could you possibly imagine asking a flesh-and-blood 
human to do the same?

• That  pile  of  books,  even  if 
overwhelming,  are  a  collection  of 
teachers  gathered  together  to  inform 
and advise you.

• The  desk,  though  it  looks  out  of 
control, it’s a sacred space dedicated to 
your work. This space helps you create, 
complete important projects, and is the 
altar from which your greatest gifts are 
offered.

What overflowing abundance you have, right 
in your very midst!

And your stuff will nourish you in 
return

What thing in your space is most distracting to you right now? Take a moment to 
notice: It is serving you? What do you feel grateful for about this item?

Where would you like this item to go - so that you feel more clear and supported 
while you’re working? You might want to let it go entirely. You might want to put it 
somewhere out of sight. It’s up to you. Whatever you feel compelled to do, take that 
one action.

If you do this process, one object at a time, you will feel clearer, lighter and will have 
practiced a profound kind of self-care.

Releasing emotionally-charged items
Ever wonder why you avoid your space and prefer not to spend time in it? Consider 
what emotionally-charged items have ended up in your home office. Whether it’s 
your ex-spouse’s desk, a deceased relatives’ personal effects, or a collection of your 
grade school report cards and essays, these collect in your home office and can make 
it an energetically unwelcoming place to create.
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Objects that are laden with painful  or unresolved feelings are like a clogged-up 
drain. They slow everything down. They sap your strength and focus. They clog your 
creative flow. Even though you’re unconscious of  it,  the energy it takes to avoid 
them weighs  on  your  heart.  You’d  rather  be  somewhere  that  is  free  from this 
powerful negative energy.

If  you  want  a  thriving  business  and  a  nourishing  space,  I  highly  recommend 
spending time doing the deferred inner work that is secreted away in your space.

What makes letting go so uncomfortable
Most of the emotionally-charged items in your space fall into four categories:

• Grief deferred
• Decisions deferred
• Honoring deferred
• Forgiveness deferred

We tuck these things away hoping we’ll have the time or energy to address them 
later. Sometimes later never comes. It’s courageous work to sit with the emotions 
we’ve deferred.

What you can do about it
If you want your space to feel light and welcoming, there are several things you can 
do to shift emotionally-charged items.

First of  all,  step back. Look at what’s there and write down which items in your 
workspace feel  emotionally  charged.  Write  where they’re  currently  located.  For 
example, here’s my list:

• Grandma’s collection of letters, clothes, and journals (bottom drawer of my 
closet)

• The file box of papers I wrote in college (closet)
• The book I started writing in college (closet)
• The box of old journals (closet)
• The box of old photos I keep meaning to put into an album (closet)

Don’t do anything yet, just notice what’s there.
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One insight to consider before you move anything
My wish for you is a space that is energetically uplifting. But before you can create it, 
there are two assumptions to account for:

One of the questions people ask me is, “Is it okay for me to keep things even if I 
don’t love them?” The answer to this is yes. What good is it to force yourself when 
you aren’t ready? If your inner critic says you should just get rid of them, this just 
creates resistance. Take your time.

The other question is, “Is it okay for me to get rid of things?” The answer to this is 
also yes. No matter what intention was implied by the giver of these items, they now 
belong to you completely. They are yours. Because of this, you have full authority to 
decide what to do with them.

There are no shoulds when you’re clearing, do only what feels true and resonant for 
you. The best way to achieve this is to…

Sit with each one
Some of the things you’ve been storing might be easy to remove. However, you’ll  
eventually run across something with strong feelings attached to it. When you do, 
take your time. Don’t push. Pick it up in your hands. Look at it. Open up to the 
feelings. Notice where you feel them in your body. Allow the memories to wash over 
you. Be present. There’s no need to rush on to the next thing.

This  item has  been  waiting  a  while  for your 
time and attention - give it what it needs. It is 
enough  to  sit  with  this  one  object  and  be 
present with it.

And do the deferred inner work 
that’s been concealed

Once  you’ve  spend  a  few  moments  with  it, 
discern what inner work it needs.

Grief deferred
If  you’ve  tucked  away  a  treasure  because  it 
reminds  you  of  a  loss  (a  loved  one,  an  old 
relationship, etc.), hold it in your hands and be 
present with it. Make space for the feelings of 
your grief  - pain, sadness, regret, anger, relief 
and others. Allow some time to feel them fully. 

55

    It's enough to sit 

with one object 

and just be 

present with it.



Despite what you may believe,  it’s okay to feel  sorrow many years after the loss 
occurred. It could be an actual loss (like divorce or death) or a symbolic loss (a job 
or a deferred dream). Our society is very good at avoiding grief, so you might feel a 
little uncertain about how to “do” this process. Stay with it. Trust what feels right to 
you. It’s okay to ask for support from a compassionate, supportive person.

Decisions deferred
If  you’ve deferred deciding what to do with an item, your problem-solving brain 
wants to tell you all the reasons why you should decide one way or the other. Why to 
keep it. Why to get rid of it. This mental chatter can feel very confusing. It helps to 
simply ask yourself, “If I were to complete this thing I’ve left undone, would it help 
me get closer to the life I want?” Trust the first thing that comes up for you. Your 
wisdom and intuition are trustworthy guides for knowing your next step.

Honoring deferred
If  you’re proud of  an item and have kept it for a while,  perhaps you’ve deferred 
honoring your own accomplishments. For example,  I’ve kept several outstanding 
papers from college for which I received the praise of my professors, but I never let 
in that praise. It would be really valuable for me to reread those papers, allow the 
compliments in, and then praise myself. “I did this! I’m really proud of the work I 
did! Go, me!” 

You  can  do  this  with  things  like  pay  stubs,  anniversary  cards,  certificates  of 
achievement, and anything that signifies accomplishment. Most overachievers have 
a hard time with honoring themselves. The miracle in this practice is that once you 
honor the accomplishment in your own heart,  keeping the object becomes less 
important. It becomes a part of you.

Forgiveness deferred
If you have an item from a part of your life that is no longer relevant, you may need 
some self-forgiveness. Books, binders of materials, trainings, and notes are things 
we hang on to because they were once useful and we feel guilty for not doing more 
with them. You might think it was money or time wasted. 

If you’re keeping something that no longer serves you, hold it in your hand and say, 
“I forgive myself for not doing more with this information or material. I have used 
what I could given the circumstances of my life. I am thankful for what I learned 
and experienced. Now I choose to release this item and trust that it will fall into the 
hands of someone who can truly use and enjoy it. I trust that by releasing it, I will 
feel lighter and have more energy to use on things that satisfy me.”
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A clear space awaits
By going one item at a time and clearing the negative associations it holds, you can 
decide if  your life is  better with  or without each item.  In this  way,  your space 
becomes physically and energetically clear.

Learning to honor yourself and the significance of objects is a worthwhile practice.  
Over time, you start feeling confident about your abilities to remove objects you 
don’t need and courageously doing the inner work that goes with them.

Clearing random objects from your desk for good
Even if  you've spent an afternoon clearing,  it always seems like there are a few 
random things things that just stick around. You don’t have time for them right 
now, so they stay put. I call these Red Herrings.

Not like the others
Remember that Sesame Street tune “one of these things is not like the others?” A 
Red Herring masquerades as a piece of manageable clutter, but it’s different from 
the rest.

They’re hard to get rid of
The most common feature of a red herring is that there’s no logical place to put it or 
file it. Red herrings are distracting and mess up your desk, but they also tend to 
accumulate.

“I’ll get to this later.” (plop on desk)
“Oh! I need to remind myself to do this!” (plop on desk)
“Well, I’ll just put this little pile on top of this little pile…” (plop on desk)

And before you know it,  you’ve got a fine kettle of  fish (a.k.a. an unmanageable 
mess).
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Clearing off Red Herrings

Get a net
If you’re hauling in all these herrings, you might as well get something in which you 
can capture them so they don’t flop all over and make a mess of your workspace. For 
example, you might designate container or a shelf  for Red Herrings so they don't 
take up your valuable desk surface.

Take it easy on yourself
If you’re like a lot of people, you look at your accumulated incomplete tasks and say 
something disparaging about yourself.

Stop right there. Take a deep breath and remember that you’re busy. You have a lot 
going on. And you choose get to the urgent stuff first. That’s just how it is.

You are totally and completely normal. In fact, you’re also ambitious, creative, and 
optimistic thinking you can get all this extra stuff done.

Personally, I think you’re pretty cool. So, make peace with the “undone stuff” and 
use your energy for something more enjoyable.

Then,  once  you’ve  made  some  peace  with 
yourself…

Break it down
Pick up one of  those Red Herrings and figure 
out what you want to do with it. What steps do 
you need to take to complete it?

It doesn’t have to be fancy. Scribbling your steps 
in a spiral notebook is a great place to start. Or 
maybe you’re addicted to stickies.

You  could  write  these  tasks  on  your  current 
calendar (if  it’s big enough). Or you can use a 
program on your computer that catalogs all of 
your tasks and projects.
Whatever works for you!

The idea is to write your self a love note – a reminder to do the task, and then put 
the related materials somewhere other than the surface of your workspace. Always 
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include the place that you’ve stored the related material in your note. And nothing 
gets lost - except some clutter from your desk. 

Our humble friend, the book
Books  are  like  friends.  They  carry  memories  with  them.  Books  are  a  tangible 
reminder of who we’ve been, where we’ve been, and what we’ve learned. They are 
sentinels of what we value. 

With all  these strong associations,  it’s  very common to hang  on to books long 
beyond their useful life, even when we don’t want them or run out of room to store 
them.  We have an undeniable  emotional  relationship with  these lovely,  bound 
collections of ideas.

How I collected books I dread
Years ago, when Inspired Home Office was a little glimmer of an idea I gently tossed 
around with trusted friends, I had no idea what IHO would be, but I loved it. I also 
felt pretty insecure about my expertise as an organizer because, for someone who’d 
been as disorganized as I had, I felt nervous that I had earned any credibility or 
authority.

So I  bought books.  I  loaded up on the Big  Names in organizing:  Covey,  Allen, 
Morgenstern, Kingston, Gillingham-Ryan, and others. I got books about organizing, 
time management, feng shui, money systems, decorating, and others. My thinking 
was that if I read the experts that I would feel more confident and knowledgeable.

In case you hadn’t noticed, I was attempting to solve a problem not out of love, but 
from a place of fear. Reading the words of all these polished, accomplished authors 
I  found myself  comparing  myself  to them.  I  felt smaller and smaller.  My little 
internal committee was scoffing at the very idea that I had something to contribute. 

Two big lessons learned
Although many of these authors had fantastic ideas, I was insulted by the very idea 
that there was One Right Way to do anything. It bothered me that so few left room 
for interpretation or personal experience. I felt insulted by the tone used in some of 
the books, “It’s simple, anyone can do this!” because this was not my experience. I 
couldn’t do it.  Many of  the people I’d  met in my business couldn’t follow their 
simple advice, either.
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In hindsight, reading these authors also helped me realize that there are many ways 
to get organized and none of them are perfect. These authors write about methods 
that work for them. And in the end, there’s only one way - the way that works for 
you. So, in some ways I’m indebted to them, even if I didn’t agree with all of their 
strategies.

The surprising thing is,  after feeling all  this resistance and negativity associated 
with some of these books, I still own them. Even if  I’d once loved these books, I 
know they don’t fit me anymore. What’s a sentimental bibliophile to do? Eventually, 
when you're ready, you let them go.

How to clear out old, unhelpful books
To honor and possibly release your books, here are some ideas to try:

• Take your time with your old friends. Go one book at a time.
• Hold the book in your hands. Notice the title, the cover, the author.
• Reflect on what you wanted to learn from owning this book. What hopes did 

you have?
• How do you feel when you hold/look at this book?
• Be curious: Do the feelings align with your the vision you have for your life?
• If you released it, could you find it again if you needed to?
• Where could  it  go next?  Back  on the shelf?  To an organization in  your 

community that buys books? To a charity that sells them to fund their work?
• What’s your next step? Allow yourself to decide.

Trust your intuition with these questions. If you want to keep the book, don’t force 
yourself to release it. Often there’s a lot more going on emotionally than practically 
(as in,  where to donate it),  so take your time.  Make space for the feelings and 
memories to come up. Cherish them. Make room for them.

Choose and act
As I looked over my own pile of organizing books and did this process, I discovered 
that two of them had a really yucky feeling to them. So I released these and the rest 
I still look at occasionally and like to have them when my clients refer to them.

Is it time to spend a little quality time with your books? You never know what 
friendships you’ll rekindle in the process!

An inspired look at reducing your paper-induced stress
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Since the ancient Egyptians began writing on papyrus 5000 years ago, humans have 
been making decisions about where to store these flimsy pieces of plant pulp.

Fortunately for us in the modern era, paper isn’t as fragile, expensive, or prone to rot 
as those hammered fronds. But it does mean that we can acquire a lot more of it 
than the ancients ever did. A ton. Even in our technology-rich world, people still  
rely heavily on print and paper.

Look on your desk right now and you might find things like mail, bank statements, 
records, books, checks, correspondence, receipts, printed emails, files, and more. 
All of it paper. Ra help us!

Paper is like water
The interesting  thing  about paper is  that it’s  a lot like water.  If  there’s  a clear 
direction, it will end up where it needs to go with a minimum of fuss. It will “go with 
the flow.”

When the direction of the flow of paper isn’t defined, it will pool up in unexpected 
places  and in undesirable volumes.  When life gets crazy and when you put off 
handling mail for a while, it can become a tsunami-like wall of paper.

Let's hone in on the kind of paper that comes to you unbidden: mail.

Notice what’s in your mail
Simply  put,  mail  is  made  up  of  containers  (envelopes,  boxes)  and  contents 
(everything  inside  them).  But  it’s  not  that  simple.  It  can  include  postcards, 
newsletters, coupons, fliers, catalogs, and more. It gets sent to you equally by people 
you want to hear from and people you don’t.

Some mail requires action: urgent, moderately urgent, not urgent at all. Mail comes 
from someone who wants you to respond in some way. As if you don’t have enough 
to do.

This may be obvious, but because there are so many choices to make about all this  
mail it’s often easier to deposit it in one location and close the door.

Notice where it comes from
Come rain or snow or storm of night, the stuff I get in my mailbox arrives every day 
at about 10am. When we first moved into our house, we had no system and the mail 
piled up - personal mail, business mail, stuff for the previous tenants. Everything. It 
was a mess.
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At a spot in the kitchen where everything was landing already anyway, I set up a 
mini-mailbox. There, we divided the mail by who it was addressed to.

Now, it’s my daily routine to pick up my mail and sort it at the mini-box. I open 
everything  immediately  and  discard  of  all  the  things  I  don’t  want:  envelopes, 
inserts, credit card offers, etc. After placing recycle bin and a shredder nearby, all  
the left-over items will be easy to discard.

Notice where it goes
Deciding where to put things once they come into your life is a personal decision 
that is unique to you.

To discover what works best for you, watch how you obtain your mail and observe 
the path it travels from the mailbox to your desk. Over time, you will begin to notice 
where it pools up and stagnates.

Notice where you you put it
Where things accumulate,  you need a way to 
remind yourself to take the next action step.

If,  for  example,  that  piece  of  mail  is  a  bill, 
where  would  you  like  to  put  it  so  that  you 
remember  to  pay  it?  If  it’s  a  conference 
registration  form,  where  will  it  live  so  you 
remember to take the next step (like filling it 
out or checking your budget)?

Everyone does it differently according to their 
own preferences. I have one client who uses a 
vertical  file folder system with a file for bills 
and  a  file  for  receipts  to  enter  into  her 
bookkeeping  software.  I  like to  file it  out of 
sight  after  putting  a  task  in  my  organizing 
software.

What would work for you? Follow these steps to find out.
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Transforming the flow of paper
For a few days, bring a heightened awareness to the myriad sources of  mail and 
paper in your workspace. You don’t need to fix or change anything, just notice with 
curiosity the places it all comes from.

Stem the tide
You may see after a few days that there are ways to reduce the volume of mail and 
paper.

When I noticed the number of catalogs we were getting, I called each business and 
requested to be removed from their mailing list. This may sound tedious, but the 
volume of mail decreased dramatically within a month - so there was less to sort.

When you start reducing the volume you have to deal with, it’s a profound way to 
care for yourself and nurture your business.

Think about where you want the things you need
Look carefully at what kinds of things accumulate and notice what you need and 
trust  the  answers  that  come up  for  you.  Often  simple  solutions  are  the  most 
effective.

Creating calm after the storm
I received an email from my buddy, Karen, who is a parent coach (and a darned 
good one!) and she asked me about mail:

Well, [my issue is] actually fairly boring. MAIL! It’s taking over! UGH!

Okay, taking a deep breath now. . . I got behind on a bunch of stuff and I’m a  
bit overwhelmed getting caught up again, so my desk looks like a typhoon hit  
it. Not sure when I will have time to clean it either. Thank God it’s a roll top  
desk!

Anyway, some strategies for handling mail and maybe for handling a back log  
without the overwhelm would be great!
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The thing I love about Karen’s email is that it’s so honest. We all have times in life 
like this and maybe you laughed in self-recognition reading it - I know I did! So 
when you read this, Karen, just know that you’re in good company.

From the backlog - into flow
You probably know what a backlog looks like. If  you say the word “backlog” out 
loud, it just feels depressing. And trying to “get through” a backlog pile can feel like 
a daunting, overwhelming, sloggy task.

Breaking it down
The most important thing to know about a pile of accumulated anything is that it’s 
made up of individual parts. It may look like one thing - a big pile - but if you look 
really closely, it has many separate pieces.

If you’re in the place that Karen describes, there’s just one way forward: pick up a 
single piece. Open it.

Then get rid of what you don’t want (envelopes, “don’t miss out” offers, credit card 
checks, etc.). Keep the bits that you really do want or need.

Then pick up the next piece. If you focus on one at a time, really focus on it, it helps 
keep the overwhelm at bay.

Tracking the important bits
If you do this for 20 minutes or so, what you’ll end up with is a pile of to-dos. Things 
to file, things to follow up on, bills to pay, etc.

You may find it handy to write a list of these actions as you go so you don’t have to 
keep the whole pile on your desk to remind you.

Get support
If you’re overwhelmed by the pile you’re facing, that is totally okay (not to mention 
normal)!

You might want to do some self-nourishment before, during, and after the time that 
you work on it. Maybe you’d like a nice cup of tea or cocoa to sip on. Or some of your 
favorite music at a rousing volume. You could even include a trusted friend to assist 
you in person or maybe check in with someone by phone when you’re done to get a 
dose of encouragement.
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It can also help to set a timer or otherwise restrict the amount of time you work on 
this project. A specific amount of time helps you make decisions faster and can give 
you some relief knowing an end is in sight.

A backlog overwhelm reframe

It’s common to have all kinds of fearful or judgmental thoughts about a backlog of  
stuff.  If  you notice these thoughts coming up,  make space for them - and then 
remind yourself of how important your work is to you, your clients, to the world.

Instead of a “beat-self-up” session, choose to make your downsizing process an act 
of love and service to your business. Bring your heart into it.

After establishing a time limit, pick up once piece at a time and decide what you’d 
like to do with it. Be kind to yourself by stopping when you agreed to (unless you’re 
really having fun).

What to do with the baby elephant on your desk
Like most busy, creative people you end up with loose stuff strewn over the desk. No 
biggie.

Then, in order to tidy up, you combine those loose things into a pile. Looks neater!  
You add a few things to it over time. Weeks later, it hasn’t been touched and starts 
to feel stuck and heavy. The longer this pile sits untouched, the more solid and 
stuck it feels.

Most piles of paper are made up of deferred decisions and projects. Stuff is lurking, 
waiting for your attention. Lots of little things and some big things just sit, waiting 
for you to have time for them. Sitting there so you don’t forget.

Energetically, that pile is like a baby elephant sitting on your desk. Heavy, unwieldy, 
and unwelcome. Who’d want to try and lift it off?

If you avoid chunky clumps of paper like this, you’re not alone. It’s hard. It’s easier to 
avoid it (in the short run). It’s easier to procrastinate dealing with it because it’s so 
darned heavy. Avoidance is one way of giving yourself a break.
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However, at some point you’ll know that it’s time. When the time comes and you’re 
fed up and ready to clear the pile away, how do you start?

Limit your work time
First of all, set a timer so that you have a finite duration to the project. Choose a 
reasonable amount of time where you can stay focused without getting fatigued. 45-
90 minutes is good. Stop when it’s time to, even if you’re not finished.

Start at the end
Flip your pile over and start from the bottom. This is helpful for two reasons. First, it 
helps makes the pile get unstuck. It also exposes the oldest material first. Old stuff  
is usually easier to clear because it’s expired or things have gotten settled or the 
dates have past. Start with these and the pile will  start disappearing faster right 
away.

Make disposal easy: Have a recycle bin and shredder within arm’s reach. This will 
save you countless trips and prevent creating a monstrous ‘shred’ pile.

Practice monotasking
Pick up one item at a time. I mean this literally. 
Most people grab a fistful of  papers or spread 
them all out - and this is the best way to short-
circuit your brain. Do one thing. Like this:

• Pick up one piece of paper.
• Decide where it goes next.
• Put it in the next place.
• Pick up the next item.
• Rinse and repeat…

Get vertical
I find that standing up helps me a lot.  When 
I’m  seated  and  clearing  I  noticed  that  I  got 
stuck a lot. So now I push back my chair and 
stand up. I feel more confident and decisive.

Have a snack
Research shows that making decisions for an extended period of time can tax your 
brain  and  lower your blood  sugar.  Amazing,  huh?  Stop  periodically  to  discern 
whether your brain needs food.
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So!  Now that  you  have  some tools,  are  you  feeling  more inspired  to  do some 
clearing? I hope you’re clearer about what strategies would work for you. I’d be so 
happy if you could have a space you actually enjoy working in.

How to truly receive gifts and soulfully declutter
I struggle with a desire for stuff - expensive things, nice things, cozy things. As soon 
as I utter the words I want, my brain goes right into thinking up options and then 
reactively judging how selfish my wants are. How I should be better than that. How 
I already have enough.

The truth is that I love gifts. Thoughtful, generous gifts are one of the ways I receive 
love. I can argue with this aspect of myself, or I can accept that it’s just true and 
make peace with it.

The dilemma of wanting but not receiving
The dilemma arises when you want gifts, but don’t allow yourself to receive them. 
When you don’t truly receive something, you don’t really have it - even when it’s in 
your physical space. It’s like trying to eat a meal without opening your mouth.

And because you don’t accept the gifts you’re given, you keep trying to fill the empty 
hole over and over without ever feeling filled. You’ll go out and get another one or 
something different to fill the void. Eventually you end up with much more than 
you need (which can lead to a struggle with clutter and disorganization), but still 
feel empty.

Fortunately there is a really powerful antidote for the problem of not truly receiving 
your gifts; it’s something I call Sacred Sourcing.

Solved by honoring the gift, the giver, and its Source
Everything is from the earth - made from mineral, plant, gas, animal.

Sacred Sourcing gets you in touch with the origins of the gift, the natural materials 
from  which  it’s  made.  Doing  this  opens  you  to  the  earth’s  abundance,  the 
craftspeople who made it, and the awesome energy it takes to bring this gift into 
being. It slows down your fill-fill-fill pattern and opens up the part of you that wants 
to be fed, to feel sustained by to the planet, and connected to your human family.
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How to do Sacred Sourcing
I recommend Sacred Sourcing as a Boxing Day ritual. As you clean up the wrapping 
paper and sweep up the pine needles around the tree, spend time with each of your 
gifts, one by one.

• Hold a gift in your hands. Really look at it and take in the smallest details. 
Feel its weight and textures.

• Notice what materials it’s made of.
• Conjure up an image of the source of these materials. Imagine where they 

grew,  were  produced,  or  originated  from.  If  it’s  made  from  paper,  for 
example, think of  the forest where the tree grew. Create a clear picture in 
your mind. Then move on to the next material in the object.

• As you do this, thank each source. As an example, if your gift is made from 
plastic,  imagine  the  millions  of  algae  and  tiny  zooplankton  that  were 
squeezed under layers of sediment for millions of years. Pause for a moment 
to appreciate the age and preciousness of the material your gift is made from. 
Say in your heart, “Thank you, ancient algae and zooplankton.”

• Notice if you feel differently about the object now that you’ve connected to 
its origins.

• Then gently consider how far it traveled to be with you. Imagine the many 
hands that processed  this  item into a product you could  use and  enjoy, 
including the giver.  Open up to your feelings.  You might experience awe, 
overwhelm, gratitude, wonder. Express thanks in your heart for the work and 
workers that made this item.

Everything we are given is made from the earth. And to the earth it will return.

The vital work of declutter discernment
Once you’ve been present with this item’s hidden gifts, discern whether you really 
want to retain the item in your own space. You can feel awesome gratitude for an 
object and not be required to keep it.

• Ask  yourself,  “Do I  want  to  give  this  item a  specific  home,  appropriate 
storage, and regular maintenance?” Trust what comes up.

• Ask yourself, “Does this item support who I am, where I’m going, and the 
vision I have for my life?” If not, release it. Certainly, someone on the planet 
can use this resource as well or better than you. Let it go with trust.
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Notice  the  lightness  that  enters  in  its  departing.  Or  the  deep  satisfaction  of 
choosing to retain it.

What your most neglected room can tell you
Just about everyone has one part of the house where the unwanted curiosities go. 
Sometimes it’s a drawer or an unused room, sometimes it’s in the attic or basement. 
When I have an item I’m not sure I need anymore, it goes in the mudroom for the 
next trip to the garage.

Here’s a list of some of our most recent unwanted oddities:

• a large box from a computer part
• a stack of unloved books
• a huge laundry soap bucket
• several bags of sticky, empty soda cans
• our old mattress

Although this is mostly a book about your home office, the fact is, the stuff you clear 
from there will end up somewhere. When I don’t want to think about what to do 
with all these things, they went to the garage.

The outcome of deferring
Putting stuff in the garage (or other room) without thinking defers making the final 
decision.  Deferred decisions have a very “ugh” feeling to them. No matter what 
room you put things in you can tell by how it feels.

Sometimes I  go out in the garage and I  just can’t bear to look around.  It’s  too 
overwhelming.  If  you can relate to this feeling,  it’s normal.  Your brain can only 
handle one thing a a time (no matter how well you multitask), and when there are 
innumerable  things  in  your  garage,  it  stops  your  brain  in  its  tracks.  Instant 
overwhelm.

Every time we defer deciding what to do with an object, we add to our feelings of 
overwhelm.
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Wrestling with “more is more”
It’s normal to be overwhelmed, in part because of the world in which you live.

I  used to live in a house built in the 1920s.  I 
loved  the  Craftsman  style  and  architecture  - 
what I hated was the lack of storage. When we 
finished  the  basement,  the  first  priority  was 
adding closet space. Looking back, it makes me 
wonder  what’s  changed  so  much  about 
lifestyles in 100 years that would warrant such a 
drastic need for storage. Many older houses just 
had  a  nail  to  hang  a  Sunday  dress  on!  Are 
human beings so different today?

Humans haven’t changed in a century, but our 
culture’s  priorities have.  Most Westerners are 
caught  up  in  the  pursuit  of  the  newest,  the 
biggest,  the latest  trends  -  even though very 
little of it adds lasting satisfaction or peace to 
our  lives.  I  think  that  marketing  messages 
escalate our fears of  being caught unprepared 
and being the odd-person-out. We collect stuff to feel safe.

The more we stuff  we accumulate, the more time we spend managing it all. This 
effectively reduces the time we have for the relationships we crave.

Alternatives to more (they do exist!)
A variety of communities have sprung up around voluntary simplicity and the Slow 
Movement (Slow Food, Slow Cities, etc.). Wise people are waking up to the idea that 
more/newer/better doesn’t fulfill our heart’s needs. These communities help people 
reclaim their lives and loves.

As I’ve been on my own path to slowing down and choosing simplicity, I am finding 
more time to self-nourish,  to enjoy my partner and friends,  and even reclaim a 
hobby or two. How 20th century of me!

While I don’t have anything to share in discussions about TV shows, I would really 
rather hear about people’s hearts anyway. I’m slowly defining myself less by what I  
own, and more by who I am.
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But what about the stuff in my garage?
Right.  About that.  Whether your stuff  comes from your office,  kitchen, or other 
room,  everything  makes  its  way  to  the  garage  in  the  end.  And  there  it  sits, 
accumulating. Waiting for you to decide its fate.

The dread of this project comes from deferring so many decisions into one place -  
especially if you have attachment or emotions toward any of the items that languish 
there.

My primary suggestion is to make peace with letting it go. You will inevitably let 
each thing go - either now or when you die. The question is: how long you want to 
live with that “ugh” energy?

If you’ve had enough, roll up your sleeves and try these 
practical steps

The journey of a thousand miles
Start with one thing in your garage. One thing only. Pick it up and look at it. Make 
room for any feelings that come up for you around this item.

Find where it goes
Be curious about where it goes next. Once you’ve decided, commit to letting it go 
even if  you haven’t gotten all  the possible use out of  it.  Even if  you think you 
could/should make money from it. Let go. 

You can research appropriate homes for it, but acknowledge that it’s an alien to you 
now,  not your possession.  Once you know where it goes next (recycle,  donate, 
disposal), take it there.

Rinse, repeat
Keep doing these two steps until only the essential remain. It sounds so easy, most 
people ignore this advice as simplistic. It’s challenging, but very effective.

71



The fine art of reducing unwanted communication

You have limited energy
Assuming you’ve had a restful night’s sleep, you wake up in the morning with a 
reserve of energy. Not like electricity, but like a battery. A rechargeable one.

You probably do some things that joyfully drain your battery - doing your creative 
work, for example. It takes energy, but it also gives you some too. Life is also full of  
things that drain the spirit’s battery, emptying us slowly throughout the day. There’s 
traffic, noise, stressful circumstances and depleting people, too. We lose this vitality 
without filling back up.

Perhaps you’d prefer to spend your finite energy on your work, creating revenue, 
using your gifts, sharing them. You can turn this desire into a sacred practice.

You need a sacred space
Because we live in a “more is more” culture, so many things compete for our time 
and energy that it becomes difficult to sense where appropriate boundaries are. 
What is enough? What is too much?

Boundaries? It’s a free for all. We throw up our hands in overwhelmed resignation.  
From this place, it’s too much effort to discern where to begin.

It is possible to preserve and cultivate this precious energy. Even though it seems 
impossible with all  the act-now offers and text messages and appointments and 
calls to return and errands to run (and even my phone rings as I type this).  It is  
possible. You may just need to start small. Smaller than you’re accustomed to.

Unsubscribe
Unsubscribing is a perfect place to begin to reclaim your vitality and spirit. Even as 
you do these actions, you may incidentally improve others’ lives too. Consider these 
suggestions:

Unsubscribe from emails
To deepen what we've explored already, notice what depletes you. Notice if there are 
certain emails you never read. Start unsubscribing. If  you don’t have the heart to 
offend the sender, many email programs allow you to set up a “rule” so that certain 
messages  get  automatically  trashed  bypassing  your  inbox.  Same  outcome:  less 
email, more peace.
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Unsubscribe from phone calls
When you get a solicitation - even at an odd hour - pick up the phone and ask to 
removed from the list belonging to the company calling you. Be kind to the solicitor 
and remember they’re working to pay the bills too. I like to say thank you at the end 
and wish them a good evening with a smile. It may be the only kindness they receive 
today.

Unsubscribe from mail
In the US, you can write “RTS” (return to sender) if a letter was mistakenly sent to 
you and it will be returned. If it was intended for you, call the company that sent it 
and ask to be removed from their mailing list. It’s worth the time. My insurance 
agent sends me letters occasionally asking if I’d like additional insurance products. I 
called them up and learned that I can unsubscribe from all their mailings at once -  
so I did. No hard feelings. No more junk.

Unsubscribe from advertisements
I’ve debated canceling the Sunday paper for this reason: I look through all those ads 
and feel all angsty and full of want for things I don’t really need. Another kind of  
advertisement (and feeling) comes from catalogs. If you receive them and don’t like 
how you feel when you look at them, pick up the phone. You’d be surprised how 
helpful the sales agents are - and how accustomed they are to this request. Not only 
will  you  save the company the expense  of  sending  future mailings,  you’ll  save 
yourself the time of processing them and leaky energy that could be put to better 
use.

As you can see, this process is more than just organizing time or paper. I invite you 
to create just enough structure - to cultivate an environment that replenishes your 
precious energy.

Starting with these steps will enliven you and give the gift of peace to your future 
self. When excess email, calls, and paper decrease, what could have room to grow?

Into this new space, invite in more of what you want
In the place of  distraction, you can invite focus.  In place of  overwhelm you can 
invite clarity. In place of depletion, you can experience a full heart.

To deepen your sense of sacred boundaries, imagine drawing around you a circle of 
light or flowers or love or ocean sounds (or other touchstones nourish you) that 
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provide a healing, expansive buffer for your spirit. Your creative space can be like 
this. 

The nicest process you’ll ever meet
Change is hard.  Most creative people have high expectations of  themselves and 
expect  perfection  the first  time they  try  to  do something  new.  In  response to 
perceived failure, many people use a stern inner voice that hurts the spirit, deflates 
the ego,  and stymies the creative mind.  Most of  us know this as overwhelm or 
feeling stuck.

When you want to change your home office (or 
your  life),  try  kindness.  This  process  I’m 
offering to you is nicer than self-criticism. It’s 
kinder.  The  NICER  Process  helps  you  create 
behavior  change  while  taking  your  whole 
brilliant self and innate gifts into account. And 
it works. In fact, except for The Wish Kit, the 
NICER Process is the most powerful tool in the 
Inspired  Home  Office  magic  box.  It  makes 
change easier. And fun.

NICER stands for
• Notice
• Inquire Intuitively
• Creatively Brainstorm
• Experiment
• Reassess

Change isn't linear
Many people expect change to be as simple as making a resolution to do something 
better (or, ideally, perfectly) forever and ever until the day they die. Unfortunately, 
change isn’t that simple. Getting uncluttered is a process. Getting organized is a 
process. Setting up effective systems in your home office - yup - it’s a process.

And it’s a process that’s thankfully fraught with “failure”.  When we make errors, 
we’re still getting somewhere and we’re also learning new things about ourselves at 
the same time. If we’re on a plane from Seattle to somewhere lovely like Maui, you’re 
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traveling in the right direction only 10% of the flight. The other 90% of the time, the 
auto-pilot is making course corrections.  And yet,  miraculously,  despite all  these 
“failures,” you still land in sunny Hawaii and before long you’re on a gorgeous beach 
sipping from a pineapple.

Hawaii is a stand-in for the vision you have for the space you work and create in.  
Seattle represents where you are today. The way to get from one place to the other is 
to start moving and make lots of informed course corrections as you go. That’s what 
the NICER Process is for. While you’re getting where you want to go, it eases your 
course corrections, keeps you on track, and helps you have some fun and inspiration 
in the process.

What if you don’t know where your Hawaii is?
If you’re not sure what kind of space you want to work in or you’ve never clarified 
that for yourself, I don’t recommend launching right in to the NICER Process. The 
process here is most effective if you already know where you’re going.

To determine this, I strongly encourage you to get a copy of The Wish Kit, which is 
my workbook that leads you through a series of reflection exercises. If you own it 
and haven’t used it yet, come to the free class I offer periodically. The Wish Kit will 
reveal what you want to work toward and give 
you  the  excitement  and  intrinsic  motivation 
you need to do the work. (Here's the l  ink to get   
it.)

How the NICER Process helps
Let’s say you’re working along contentedly one 
day and BAM! out of the clear blue sky, things 
fall  apart.  Any time something goes awry and 
you don’t know what to do about it,  this is a 
case for the NICER Process. 

Just  start  answering  the  prompts  that  follow 
and, in about 10-15 minutes, you’re back on your 
feet. You’re back in flow instead of losing days, 
weeks,  even  years  fretting  about,  avoiding  it, 
and chastising yourself  about it.  Doesn’t that 
sound nicer?
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The NICER Process Step by Step

Name the issue or problem
Think of  this  like a  title of  a movie.  Problems are easier to solve if  you know 
specifically what it is, so be concise about what exactly is bugging you, challenging 
you, or creating difficulty. Name it in just a few words.

Notice
Noticing means taking stock of what is happening in this situation both inside of 
you and around you. Practice being a compassionate observer of the issue, rather 
than a critic of any perceived failures. You’ve done the best possible job at solving it 
so far, so be kind. What happens next will ease your struggle.

1. What’s happening? What do you notice?
Take an honest, non-judgmental look at the situation. Think back over what you’ve 
observed. Think about the information you’ve taken in through your five senses and 
intuition. Consider what materials, people, or information are involved.

2. What do you notice is not working for you?
This is a great time to vent about how this situation is really affecting you. Notice 
what key areas are most troubling. Be specific.

3. What do you think about the situation? What beliefs do you 
have?

You may have some thoughts about what’s going on. Some your thoughts may be 
directed at you, at others, at physical stuff, and at any variety of things. You may 
have beliefs about what’s right or wrong. Take a moment and take stock of what you 
think and believe about the situation.

4. How do you feel?
Reflect  on  what  emotions  come up for  you  as  you  think  about  this  situation. 
Feelings  are  adjectives.  Angry,  disappointed,  embarrassed,  ashamed,  enraged, 
defensive, apathetic, overwhelmed, anxious, confused, befuddled, frustrated, guilty, 
tired, annoyed, nervous, curious, open, excited, eager, motivated (just to name a 
few). What words describe how you feel in this situation? List as many as you like.  
Honor whatever words come up.

Emotions are part of  the process and they help you clear the problem from the 
inside, as you solve it creatively from the outside. It’s a parallel process. Make space 
for your feelings and be gentle with yourself as they come up.
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Inquire intuitively
Inquiring intuitively means trusting the very first answers that come up for you after 
you  ask  them.  Many  people  disregard  the  tiny  voice  that  speaks,  the  small 
sensations in the heart and belly, the deep but ethereal knowing. It’s easy to pass 
over these sources of information when our brains are busy being helpful. It takes 
practice to inquire intuitively, but the information you receive is essential. There 
will be time for your brain to pitch in during the next section.

5. What do you want? What is your deeper need?
When you think about this situation, start by listing out what you really want. Don’t 
edit. Trust what comes up. What do you want?

Once you’ve done that, notice if there’s a deeper need underneath your wants. Sit 
for a moment and listen for what comes up. Trust it and write it down.

If any additional feelings come up here, be gentle and make space for them. You can 
also add them to the question 4 about feelings.

Creatively brainstorm
When you creatively brainstorm, you’re giving your creative brain a chance to shine. 
The idea here is to engage your creativity. Be silly. Be irrational. Be brilliant. Write 
down things that you might never do. Whatever you do, don’t edit. Just keep your 
creativity flowing.

6. Take a breath. Then spend 3-5 minutes brainstorming ideas that 
would meet your needs. 

Jot down whatever comes to mind without editing for now and be nice to your ideas. 
Try to generate as  many ideas as  you can.  If  you’re stuck,  imagine that this  is 
someone else’s dilemma. What solutions would you suggest?

Experiment
At this point in the process, you’ve already purged some of  the underlying inner 
gunk and opened up your inner knowing and your creative channels. Now it’s time 
to  get  specific.  Now you  can  start  to  focus  your efforts  toward  a  new creative 
solution to your challenges.
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7.  Of  the  list  you  brainstormed,  which  idea  would  you  like  to 
experiment with?

Look over your list and notice which of the ideas you wrote seem appealing to you.  
One (or several) will rise to the top, so just look over them and put a little star next 
to the ones that feel attractive to you. Use your intuition, not logic.

Once you know which ones appeal to you, write them in this section. This is your 
experiment.

8.  What  would  you  like  to  observe  as  you  are  trying  this 
experiment? What would you like to learn?

Whenever you do an experiment, it’s important to know what to look out for as you 
go. This isn’t to punitively catch yourself doing it wrong, it’s simply to notice more 
acutely what factors contribute to your success.  Planning what you’ll  look for in 
advance is helpful.

9. What do you hope will happen?
Here, you’re defining what outcomes you’d like. You’re imagining how this will turn 
out in the best case scenario.

10. Is there any kind of support or structure you’d like while you’re 
doing your experiment?

When you’re  doing  this  experiment,  think  about  what  factors  would  help  you 
succeed. What would support you? Reflect on whether you need reminders for your 
steps, something visible to help you stay on track, contact with people, unscheduled 
time, quiet, a reminder in your calendar, etc. 

11. When would you like to revisit how your experiment is going?
Keep reading for suggestions on choosing a time-frame.

Reassess
Reassessment comes after a certain amount of  time has passed and you want to 
check to see how well your experiment went. There are two basic ways to revisit your 
experiment. 

Formal reassessment 
Formal reassessment happens when you plan in advance to check in on a specific 
date and assess progress and discoveries from your experiment. I recommend this 
when you’re first learning to use the NICER process. Take a guess as to how long 
you’d like to run your experiment then put a date in your calendar, or post-date an 
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email to yourself, or follow up with a coach to remind you to reflect on what you 
learned.

Informal reassessment
The other way to reassess  is  more casual.  You notice on the fly.  In one of  my 
experiments,  Inspired Cat was leaving gross bits of  food on my desk and I  was 
attempting to eliminate this behavior. Without any formal check-in, when I noticed 
new bits of food regularly I knew I needed to reassess and tweak the experiment 
again. The more you do the NICER process, the more naturally you’ll catch your 
experiment going well and going awry.

Above all,  remember that the goal is to learn about yourself,  rather than do the 
experiment perfectly. Over time, the new habit will become customized to you as 
you tweak it.
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Chapter 4: Creativity and Managing Time

Learning the fine art of gestation 
Everybody knows that a daffodil won’t bloom outdoors in winter. The cold and snow herald a 
time for the bulb to retreat into the dark earth and restore its vigor and strength.

Although sometimes we lose sight of this truth, you are also part of nature.

This inactive winter time is as vital to the life of 
a plant as the glorious blooms of spring and the 
fruits of summer and fall. So it is also with you. 
While  many  experts  encourage  perpetual 
productivity  and  hold  it  up  as  an  admirable 
goal,  creativity  is  part  of  the  natural  cycle, 
which  means  there  must  be  a  time  for 
replenishment and regeneration, too.

Creativity takes time
To be clear, I’m not advocating that you close 
up shop in December to return sometime in 
March. But have you ever walked away from a 
project that’s  been challenging you -  to walk 
the dog, or take a shower, or pick up some eggs 
from the store and the answer you were seeking 
appears, seemingly from nowhere?

That’s  because  you  gave yourself  some winter-time,  some space for your brain  to  rest  and 
meanwhile the ideas are gestating inside, waiting to bloom.

Gestation becomes difficult when you stay at your desk, glued to the monitor, trying to get. It.  
Done. Nothing comes. By forcing yourself to produce when it’s not yet time, you do damage to 
yourself. You stilt true progress and growth.

Perpetual productivity is painful
So why do you do this? Well, sometimes you need to “get the job done.” But oftentimes, the 
underlying factor is that the spring blossom and the summer fruit feel good. You get a high from 
the results. Another check mark perhaps - but at what cost?
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The Creativity 80/20 Rule
80% of creating and productivity is internal and 20% is external, visible work.
This doesn’t mean you need to sit at your desk, twiddling your thumbs for weeks on end. It just 
means that when you feel the urge to stop (writing, working on a project, whatever), you can 
trust that it really is time to stop.

And once you’ve stopped, you can choose to do something that nourishes your heart and mind. 
This will allow the next step to unfold naturally and organically.

Just like daffodils do.

How to work naturally
Notice when you force:

Do you set up your schedule in a way that forces you to produce, without leaving time for 
contemplation or rest?

Do you commit to deadlines that seem reasonable, but really aren’t?

Do you notice feeling resentful for intrusions or extra demands on your time?

What choices do you make that contribute to these dynamics?

While you’re working, listen for a tiny voice inside you that whispers, “I need a break now.” or 
“Stop.” This is your inner knowing. It won’t roar, so be alert.

Then,  when you hear that tiny voice,  take heed.  You may discover that the breaks you give 
yourself  take less time than needlessly banging your head against the wall in frustration. No 
matter what you do, remember that a daffodil will take as long as it does to go from bulb to 
blossom. And so it is with you.

Why your best ideas come in the shower
Ahhh… the shower. It’s one of the best places in the house, in my opinion. I love it so much that,  
as a teen, my parents accused me of single-handedly lowering the water table. (The longer the 
shower, the happier I am.)

When you’re in the shower there are several factors that make it prime idea-generating territory:
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It’s quiet
The hiss of water drones out all kinds of distractions. And the fact that steamy water is cascading 
over you is soooo relaxing. You can’t hear and you feel good. Nice.

Your brain is switched to auto-pilot mode
Did you ever notice that you wash the same way every day?  I  mean,  how often do you ask 
yourself, “Hmmm… Should I go for the left ear first or the right one?” You don’t process, you just 
soap up, get clean, and rinse off. All of this happens without much participation from the frontal 
lobe.

Mostly free from interruptions
Lastly, provided that you don’t tolerate intruders, you are left completely uninterrupted for 10, 
sometimes 20, decadent minutes. With no interruptions from the phone, TV, radio, spouse, kids, 
dogs, it’s “all you, all the time.” Ahh! Because of this, your brain is free! It can roam freely over 
terrain it might not traverse otherwise.

While you’re washing, you might come up with things like...

• A plausible interpretation for a recent dream
• The name of that woman you want to call
• Something you want to put in your will
• Pick up milk and broccoli while you’re out
• A new service that could generate income for your business

The bottom line is that, in the shower, all the conditions are right and your brain is having a field 
day. Some of the stuff that pops up has the potential, if put to use, to directly benefit you, your 
business, your clients, your financial status, and so on.

So take a moment to appreciate your gray matter and modern plumbing. What a team!

How to keep your ideas from going down the drain
If you’re like a lot of people, ideas must get written down so you can remember to follow up on 
them later.

But, practically speaking, it’s hard to record when you’re soaking wet. Do not bring your new 
smartphone into the tub.

The trick is to duplicate the uninterrupted time you get in the shower when you have a dry,  
accessible recording device handy.
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One way to do this is to just take a pen and notepad into bathroom, lock the door behind you, 
and jot down your thoughts before you hop in to get clean. Or, you can do this immediately after 
the shower. No one will ever know.

Before your day begins, even just once a week, you can indulge in a decadent moment with a 
fancy journal, a fountain pen, and a cup of tea. One of my clients uses her kids’ bathtub crayons 
on the tile to record her ideas. Go wild! Whatever it takes to get the ideas recorded.

Whatever you do, commit to writing down your thoughts so you can put them to use. It doesn’t 
take much extra time and, when your brain knows you’re taking it seriously, it will reward you 
with even better, more plentiful ideas.

Appreciating abundance
Do  you  have  more  stuff  than  you  want  -  more  paper,  more  books,  more  email,  more 
commitments, more bills? If you're trying to manifest abundance, stop! It's already here! Most 
people I know have more to do in one week than a person could truly appreciate in a month or 
more.

This isn't what you imagine abundance should 
look  like.  Personally,  I  imagine  lying  on  a 
lounge  chair  on  a  warm  beach,  sipping 
something cool  with a tiny umbrella popping 
up out of it. Ahhh.

But the abundance I have (and maybe you do 
too)  is  not  the  least  bit  relaxing.  I  never 
imagined  that  abundance  would  masquerade 
through my life as a cluttered stress-ball,  but 
there it is.

Give me simplicity
For many, the road from to simplicity is rocky. 
We like having things. We like being wanted. 
"I'm busy" makes us feel important. It can be 
hard to let go of the short-term payoffs, but this 
much intensity can create overwhelm in the long run.

Ask anyone whose desk is so full of paper and treasures that they can't complete their taxes on
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 time and are scrambling for an extension. Ask anyone who, literally, can't find time to pee. It  
isn't the kind of abundance they wanted, either, and it can suck the joy out of life.

The sneaky lie that attracts overwhelm: "I can fit it in."
If you hear yourself say these words, freeze. This is your ego speaking.

The ego is a very specific kind of master: a task master. The ego doesn't want simplicity, it craves 
complexity and drama. It wants you to be overextended.

If you want more simplicity in your life, you can beat the ego at its own game so you can act upon 
your deeper desires.

To do this, first it's important to know how letting the ego rule your life and your calendar affects 
you. You've probably noticed there are consequences for squeezing in too much.

Consequence 1: Antagonizing loved ones and strangers
The more we attempt to fit  in,  the greater the chances the fight-or-flight response getting  
triggered.

Stress from over-commitment brings out the worst in people. Instead of  being present, we're 
testy. Instead of accepting, irritable. Instead of forgiving, we guilt-trip. Sometimes we hold those 
feelings in, which hurts our own hearts as well.

Consequence 2: Missed opportunities for connection
One night, Inspired Spouse came into my office to talk while I was finishing up "one last thing 
that I  needed to do.”  Truthfully,  I  heard only every fourth word and listened just enough to 
appease. Later, I realized that I'd missed a precious opportunity to meaningfully connect with 
my Most Important Person.

When we hurry, we miss opportunities to connect.

Consequence 3: Engaging in risky behaviors
While we're over-committed  and feeling rushed,  we hurry to catch up.  Traffic laws become 
negotiable. We speed. We tailgate. We cut people off in traffic. Suddenly our urgency is at the 
expense of others' needs, including our own safety.

Consequence 4: Satisfaction denied
Cramming more commitments and responsibilities into your day deprives you of the satisfaction 
of  completing  a task thoroughly.  When you don't stop long  enough to enjoy the feeling of  
completion,  you  end  up rushing  headlong  into  whatever is  next.  Life  becomes  an  endless, 
depressing mound of stuff to do.
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Consequence 5: Craving more. And more. Andmoreandmore.
It's been proven that the faster a person eats, the greater the likelihood they'll overeat. The same 
could be said for internet usage, TV watching, gambling, reading, et cetera. When we rush to 
cram it all in, we immediately start to crave more because we never really have it in the first 
place. We're not present enough.

Geneen Roth wisely  said,  "You can't  have enough of  what  you  don't  really  want."  She was 
speaking of food specifically - that no amount of Oreos can equal a relaxing soak in the tub. This 
applies to lots of other things, too. No amount of money can feel like love. A hundred completed 
to-dos doesn't feel like a talk with a good friend.

None of these observations is intended to convey that doing stuff is bad. On the contrary. Doing 
stuff is good, so long as it's not done at the expense of your spirit and others who share the planet 
with you. I know that's a tall order. 

Instead of cramming more into your day or onto your desk, here are a few suggestions to prevent 
fitting more in.

Know your limits
Reflect on how many hours of work will sustain you without creating burnout. Do you know how 
many social engagements can you handle each month and still enjoy yourself?

Think about how many activities you really want to drive your kids to every week. When you have 
some limits established, it can be easier to maintain a healthy schedule and work load.

Build in buffer time
Instead of  scheduling your plans and tasks back-to-back,  plan for things to take longer.  My 
weekly appointment is a 20-minute drive, but traffic is always sketchy. When I started giving 
myself 30 minutes for the drive, I stopped driving like a speed demon and arrived calmer. Where 
might you need some buffer time?

Practice pausing
Whether someone is asking for your time, or you've got something to add to your plate, catch 
yourself in the moment (when you can) and ask:

    Do I have to fit this in?
    Do I want to?
    Do I need to do this?
You may choose the same way as before, but bringing consciousness to your choices makes you 
feel more empowered and less a victim of your to-dos.
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Practice saying no kindly
Most people think that if they're asked to do something, they should say yes.

If you know that your week is at capacity, saying yes can push us over the edge. Saying no doesn't 
have to be negative. When someone asks to get together, focus on the intention behind the ask. 
Don't assume that you are the only one who can handle it. Negotiate.

In the end
The contented life isn't about having more, it's having less and appreciating how abundant that 
really is.

Cultivating work/life balance
At least a few times a year, friends come to stay with us for a week or so. The last time this 
happened, I decided in advance to take time off from work to fully enjoy the visit. It seemed like a 
really good idea.

The week before my friends' arrival, I worked my tail off. It seemed like a stunningly good idea to 
put in 14 hour days to complete everything I’d normally do during the time they were here.

Time crunches
Maybe  you’ve  noticed  this:  you’re  under  a  time 
crunch  and  expecting  yourself  to  be  ultra 
productive. But what actually happens is you fritter 
away time doing busywork and don’t complete the 
important tasks.

Personally, I got so frantic about everything I just 
had to do, I barely got it all done before my friends 
arrived.

Everything is an opportunity for growth
The good news is  that I  practice what I  preach: 
having an inspired home office is an evolution, not 
a  revolution.  When  something  doesn’t  work  or 
negative  feelings  pile  up,  it’s  an  incredible 
opportunity to learn.
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Here’s what I realized.

You can’t manufacture yourself
Ever  since  industrialization,  work  has  been  defined  as  a  linear  process.  Raw  materials  in,  
marketable product out. In our culture, we tend to work linearly, too.

But what happens when you are the product and your brain generates the raw material? You can’t 
hire three shifts, pay minimum wage, and keep the shop open 24/7.

When you’re the product, this linear thinking can do damage to your one-person show. Effort 
yourself into too much “productivity” and you’ll get exhausted sooner or later - even doing work 
you love.

The alternative: Working sustainably
It’s more sustainable and more enjoyable to think and work in terms of  seasons. A particular 
project can show you the bountiful harvest of autumn and a contemplative winter. You plant the 
seeds of spring and burst into blooms of ideas in summer.

Chances are good that you’re in many places and seasons at once… and they’re all good. You 
might even check in right now and ask: what season are you in with your marketing? Or product 
development? Or your network and strategic alliances?

But what about your goals?
Does this seasonal, energetic flux mean you can’t have goals to work toward? Of  course not.  
Goals keep you on track - but they don’t have to be shackles.

If you want to encourage sustainable productivity in your business, try these three guidelines for 
goals:

Work/life balancing ideas

Cultivate focus
Ask yourself two questions to hone your focus:

• What do I want?
• When do I want it by?

These questions can be about anything:  profit,  marketing,  projects,  etc.  You can write your 
answers longhand or make a bullet pointed list - whatever you need to take a good look at them.
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Establish priorities
Once your list is written and you’ve identified what you want, by when, ask one more question:  
What is most important right now?

If you have several projects running at once, one might bring you the greatest profit, another is 
something you promised to a client, and a third could include regular maintenance of files. All  
are important; you decide which outranks the others.

When you’re clear about what trumps what, decisions become easier. Look at your list again and 
determine what you’ll do first and next and next after that.

Set boundaries
Last, and arguably most important, is deciding when it’s time not to produce work. The last two 
questions:

• When will I stop?
• What do I need to care for my body, mind, and spirit?

A list of goals or to-dos won’t become your master if  you’re clear about what kind of rest you 
need. Once you’ve established boundaries for yourself, honor them. Stopping allows you to rest 
and recharge, so you can work again renewed.

Summing up
You  can  use  these  three  steps  when  work  is  calm,  but  especially  when  your  workload  is  
overwhelming or “mad.” You’ll be able to see through the busy-ness and work more effectively on 
your business.

Why working harder makes working harder

Here’s the scenario
You’ve got something you’re working on. The deadline isn’t tomorrow, but it’s coming up. You’ve 
been procrastinating doing it for a while and you know it’s time to crack down and get it done.

So you sit down at your computer to get it done, but first you check your email. Then you check 
the weather. Then you check email again. You know where I’m going with this, right? The Thing 
doesn’t get done. 
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The creative process can’t be forced
Have  you  ever  asked  someone  who  speaks  a  foreign  language  to  “say  something”  in  that 
language? You know what happens: they blank. They look around in the sky for inspiration to 
strike, but they’re on the spot and nothing comes out.

The same thing happens when you’re trying to create by force.

Most people hold the mistaken belief that creativity means producing something. They look at a 
piece of artwork or hear a song and think: “they’re so creative.”

Creativity actually comes before production
I know this is abstract, but hang in there with me.
Have you ever been struck by an idea so brilliant and so exciting, you can’t wait to create it? What 
were you doing when it occurred? A lot of  the time, these flashes of  inspiration come while 
you’re in la-la land, zoning out, doing mundane stuff.

Have you ever noticed that they don’t come when you’re under the gun, straining, slumped over 
the  computer  like  Quasimodo?  Nothing  happens  then,  does  it.  There’s  a  reason  for  this: 
creativity needs space.

But we don’t give it space. We try to force it. We push, thinking: “I’ve GOT to get this done.” All  
that email and weather-checking is an attempt to buy you time. Your brain has other ideas.

The positive side of procrastination
Procrastination has a positive intention: to give your brain the space it needs to rest, regroup, and 
pop out another brilliant, twinkly idea.

When you force productivity,  it backfires.  Things that “should”  be simple,  take forever.  Talk 
about frustrating.

How to get space to work for you
I was talking to a client who cracked her own code. She noticed that every time she was pushing 
herself, her body was in a certain posture and she felt a specific emotion.

One day, she decided to do something about it: she took a break.

She  discovered  that  taking  a  break,  walking  away,  wiping  down  counters  in  the  kitchen, 
somehow that was enough. When she went back to work, The Thing was easy.
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What are you forcing?
If you’ve been putting off a project or trying to get something accomplished, you hereby have my 
permission to stop. Better yet, give yourself permission.

Shifting out of the push cycle
What do you really need? Is it a glass of water? A stroll by a river? To drive 75 mph blaring old 
Bruce Springsteen tunes? Whatever it is, do it. You’ll be glad you did.

Then  come back  to  the  project  later.  When  you  return  to  it,  you'll  feel  nourished  by  the 
spaciousness and have more energy. 

Claim your space without upsetting the balance
You ever have one of those weeks when you’ve got 
so much going on that you can’t think straight, 
return calls, or even get work done?

Sometimes you're dealing with so much at once 
you  feel  practically  paralyzed.  Dazed.  Like  you 
need a good long nap. 

Without a doubt, getting some time and space will 
calm  your  overwhelm.  Deliberate  self-care  will 
bring you back to a resourceful state again. 

But what happens while you’re taking 
space to recover?

People who know and  love you  are affected  by 
your  sudden  disappearance.  As  this  pattern  of 
intense  work,  overwhelm,  withdrawal,  and 
recovery runs its course, people who know you notice.

They observe…
• Calls and emails getting returned slowly - or not at all
• Tasks and commitments getting neglected
• Your office space becoming messy (and possibly other areas)
• Communication stops without explanation
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Is it such a bad thing to  do this overwhelm cycle? No. Honestly, it’s not. When you’re super 
creative or naturally energized by something, you just go with it until you’re spent. That’s just 
how you work. I think that this pattern can work - so long as you know you’re doing it.

The important thing to realize is that the people around you are impacted by this cycle of yours.

The beauty of the “front load”
I’m not a domestic goddess, but I think the front loading washing machine takes the cake. It uses 
less water and energy, so it’s more efficient. It’s easy to see what cycle the clothes are in. It’s a 
work of art and functional equipment at the same time.

The “front load” is also a communication technique that you can use for the benefit of  your 
clients and those close to you.

Let them see into your little circular window
Let’s say you finally get that stroke-of-genius for that thing you’ve been wanting to work on 
forever. Or you’re having that “oh-my-GAHD - I’m going to pull all my hair out” feeling. Or you 
look at your calendar and think, “How on earth am I going to live through the schedule I have 
next week?”

Tell them
Tell anyone who will miss you while you disappear for a week or dive into that project so deeply 
you seem to be gone. “They” could be clients, support staff, your significant other. Whomever 
you think will feel the impact of your absence.

Just be honest
That’s the beauty of the “front load.” If you’ve done this cycle your whole life, you’ve probably put 
a lot of energy into covering your tracks. Making it seem like you’re really there. So talking about 
it might not come naturally… I assure you, the people you share it with will appreciate it.

A good place to start is to communicate when you’re at the threshold of something that’s going to 
take a lot of time, energy and/or focus. The idea is to front-load and tell your peeps before you 
disappear. But if you don’t catch it that early, share with them when you notice the symptoms 
starting (the urge to withdraw, the urge to scream, the profound desire to be left alone, etc.).

Give as much notice as you can
It can also be really helpful to explain what it might look like while you’re “gone” and when you 
can reasonably be expected to “return.”

Give your best guess - and then get down to doing what you need to do.
91



Why front load
When you let important people see into your life and your process, they can be prepared for your 
absence. This also reassures them that you’re the same person they know, you’re just temporarily 
distracted.

It also allows you an opportunity to ask for support - something I think we all could benefit from 
learning to do better.

I saw an incredible example of front loading on Leo Babauta's blog, ZenHabits.net when he was 
getting into the dense phase of writing his book.

He shared with his 50,800 readers that things were going to get pretty intense for him over the 
next few weeks and that he would be writing a little less on his blog. He also asked for their 
encouragement.

Give some thought to how you’d like to make peace with your work cycles, how you want to share 
them with others, and how to ask for the support you need.

Slowness and the cult of speed
Slowness  is  associated  with  snails.  And  traffic.  Slowness  is  my  brain  on  an  uncaffeinated 
morning. So, how is slowness a good thing?
A few years ago, I discovered the Slow Movement reading Carl Honoré's book, In Praise of Slow. 
All the parts of this cause are an effort to get humanity to slow down and savor life. Slow Foodies 
encourage buying locally grown foods, preparing them deliciously, and then savoring them as 
they’re eaten. Sounds like a slice of  Under the Tuscan Sun, but you don’t have to fly to Italy to 
experience-this in your own kitchen.

Other parts of the Slow Movement include Slow Cities, Slow Sex, Slow Medicine, Slow Children. 
Inspired Home Office is all about Slow Organizing.

Imagine more intention and love in your life
In this driven culture, I believe that we don’t need more. Even though that’s what every ad and 
publication wants you to believe. We don’t need faster internet or more apps or the latest thing. 
Honoré calls this the “cult of speed.”

What we really need is to slow down enough that we can be present with what we already have,  
and find gratitude there. Slowing down brings our stress level to nil, allows us to connect 
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meaningfully with ourselves and others, and deepen our sense of contentedness, aliveness , and 
purpose.

Slowing down is a process
Most people’s initial reaction to slowing down is “Where on earth would I find the time to slow 
down?!” The truth is, you have to reserve it. Maybe on Sunday nights, you can make a Slow Meal.  
Or try some Slow Organizing.

When I really focus my energies, I like to reserve the first 30 minutes of my day to meditate and 
find gratitude for the abundance in my life. I love it. Even when it’s hard to reserve that time.

A way to begin
If you want to slow down, it helps to choose one area you and learn the terrain. To start, simply 
notice which area of your life seems most out of alignment. Which area of your life could bring  
your more joy or peace if you paid attention to it? Start there, and be curious about what you’d 
like to experience. See if there’s any slowness you want to invite there.

The fine art of monotasking
As you walk and eat and travel, be where you are, otherwise you will miss most of your life.”
- Jack Kornfield

If you started your business to contribute something good to the world, how ironic it is that the 
practical day-to-day work seems so unrelenting sometimes?

The pace of life has so accelerated that it takes the joy and meaning out of everything we do -  
even the stuff we love.

I have a tendency to rush through things - sometimes at the expense of my own happiness. Like 
that wonderful quote from Jack Kornfield, I’m in such a hurry that I miss out on the small joys of  
everyday tasks.  I  miss out on the sense of  accomplishment.  I  rush past tender moments of  
connection with others.

Speed creeps up
In the Oregon forests is a holistic business that I love, dedicated to spiritual retreat and self-
nourishment. Even there, the pace has accelerated noticeably over the last ten years.
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Artfully hand-drawn signage has been replaced by 
laminated  computer  printouts.  A  warm,  live 
person on the phone has  been  replaced  with  a 
complicated phone tree. 
Instead of a valued guest, I’ve begun to feel like an 
unremarkable part of the crowd.

The drive to be quick can bring on the death of 
originality and beauty. 

Fear as the fuel for speed
In a difficult economic climate, people catch the 
panic  bug  that  rides  on  the  coattails  of 
uncertainty. 

What a lot  of  people do with this  fear is  work 
harder - almost frenetically. You might be pushing to think up new ways to market your business. 
You might create new products and services.

A lot of the work that comes from these efforts is good, but if it stems from panic, it can be hard 
on your spirit.

Do one task at a time with your whole heart
Sound impossible?

Consider the alternative: 60-90% of all illnesses reported to physicians are related to our sped-up 
culture. According to helpguide.org,  stress-related complaints include headaches, diarrhea or 
constipation, nausea, dizziness, insomnia, chest pain, weight gain, loss of  sex drive, frequent 
colds (due to compromised immune system). 

Holy cow. If that’s not a call to slow down, I don’t know what is.

Stepping off the speedy superhighway
Like Carl Honoré explains in his book, In Praise of Slow, slowness doesn’t mean you have to stop 
working entirely or be snail-paced and pokey. Monotasking just means you bring mindfulness to 
every thing you do.

Therein lies freedom from worry and the source of contentment.
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Things to try to help you monotask

Breathe, trust, practice
Step out of  the fray to stop as often as you can.  Breathe mindfully and do something that 
nourishes your spirit like listening to soothing music, yoga, or taking a walk in nature.

If you can do 20 minutes or more per day, great, but fit in what you are able. Reconnecting with 
Something Larger Than You can help you remember what the real priorities in life are about.

Help yourself create focus
Are you uncertain about where to start because you have too many options? (hug) You’re not 
alone. Ask yourself this question to gain clarity and focus: “What would bring me the greatest 
peace if I completed it?” Trust the answer that comes up.

Work mindfully
Work as if  this is the only thing you have to do right now. Bring your full  attention to it by 
eliminating distractions where possible. Work on one task at a time, bringing each to completion 
before moving on to another.

Finding compassion for the things you’ve left undone
There it is again… that thing you’ve been avoiding. You know… that thing right over there. Just 
looking at it fills you with anxiety.

Truth is, it’s just a task you need to accomplish. An email to return, a bill to pay, a receipt to file.  
But there it is, undone. And if you’re like a lot of people, noticing its un-done-ness causes you to 
do a number on yourself.

“What’s wrong with you?!” you say inside your head. “You still haven’t gotten to that yet!?”

Perhaps you resort to name calling: “Grrr! You idiot (or worse)!”

Or maybe your inner dialog throws out a doozy like: “You’re never going to succeed if you don’t 
get this stuff done.”

No matter what you say or how you say it, this kind of self-talk has stilting consequences on you 
and your creative work.  You end up feeling guilt,  frustration,  dread,  panic,  depression,  self-
doubt, and self-loathing.
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Believe me, I’ve been there.

And, ironically, it’s all in the name of a task that's important to you - even something you want to 
do.

The gift of negative self-talk
The good news is that this habit has a positive intention: it wants you to take action. (And this is 
probably the result you want too, right?)

Chastising is just one way to pressure yourself into taking action. While it’s usually effective, the 
long-term consequences might make you desire some gentler alternatives.
Imagine for a moment a healthy squeeze: a way to create motivation that involves talking to 
yourself in a supportive way.

Gentle steps for transforming negative self-talk about your tasks
Here’s are three steps that can get the job done - while sparing you the stresses of negative self-
talk:

Notice what you tell yourself
When the time comes that you notice a task undone, simply observe it as a neutral fact. “Oh,  
looky here - it’s past the time to invoice my clients!”

If  you  notice negative  thoughts  coming  up as  you  do this,  gently  tell  your brain  that  you 
appreciate its concern and that you’ve got it covered. This shuts down the reptilian fight-or-flight 
response and allows you to get centered.

Remember, it’s just a task that needs to be completed. Its completeness isn’t “good”, “bad”, or 
otherwise. Just neutral.

Identify your need
Ask  yourself:  what  do  I  need  in  order  to  complete  this  task?  Do  you  need  some  quiet,  
uninterrupted time? Maybe you need a day to think on it. Or a chance to consult your calendar. 
Perhaps you need some assistance or connection with a person you trust.

If you listen intently, you will get an answer from within that give you clarity about the need you 
have. Fulfilling this need will help and support you in completing the task.

Write it down
Some of my clients are devoted Franklin Covey fans - this planner system not only organizes your 
calendar but also allows you to write a daily task list. (I’m a big fan of the task list and its friend, 
the check mark.) No matter what system of organizing you use, when you get clear about the 
need you have, write it down.
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To clarify, you write the need down in a place that you will find it so that it can be completed.

The benefit of writing it down, especially in your calendar, is that you give yourself a reminder, a 
gentle nudge, to fulfill the need and complete the step.

Doing this will actually create the encouragement and support you need - and break the cycle of 
self-criticism.

Bonus gifts
By eliminating  negativity,  you create a more supportive workspace and make yourself  more 
emotionally available to those you care about.

Spiritual delegation and letting go
When it comes to creating order in your workspace, sometimes it’s the smallest changes that 
have the greatest positive impact on your work and well-being.

I  once discovered  an assumption that I  consider it  “free time”  when I  don’t  have a task or 
appointment scheduled on my calendar. I noticed I was frittering away perfectly good work time 
watching Ellen videos and reading Facebook - and then wondering why I wasn’t getting anything 
done.

There's a practice I love that benefits both my productivity and spirituality which revolutionized 
my relationship with time and my to-do list.

A disclaimer
Now, before you go thinking I’m a genius, I’ll tell you that someone else thought of this before I 
did. In Abraham-Hicks, they call it the placemat technique. What I’m doing is a variation on 
their theme.

I needed some structure in my work flow. Since I’m a tactile learner, I love to use huge pieces of 
paper and sweeping movements with my whole body to think and plan. I am also a raving fan of  
those fruit-scented magic markers. Mmm. Strawberry… Lime… Blueberry… 

Anyway, I like to use these tools and methods because they’re so fun for me. So I decided to use 
them with the intention of focusing better when I have unscheduled work time.
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Monday morning magic markers
At the beginning of  the week,  I  reflect on what goals I  want to move forward.  I  check my 
calendar to see how much free time I actually have to work on these projects.

Then, using 2 x3  Post-It® flip chart paper, I create two columns. The first column says “Jen” - and′ ′  
I write down the things I’d really like to do in the next five days. 

I  hang  this  colorful,  fruity paper on the wall  next to my desk.  When I  find myself  getting 
distracted or confused about what I want to be doing, it’s right there. When I finish something, I  
use another marker and cross it off.

It’s amazing how something so simple can help me be so focused and productive.

What’s in the other column
I mentioned that there are two columns and the second one says “God”. This is one of the most 
amazing, radical things I’ve ever done in my business. I’m delegating stuff to the Divine.

Now, maybe you’re thinking I’m being blasphemous or ridiculous. Maybe both. But here’s the 
thing. Stuff happens every day that I cannot handle. I can’t handle it because I don’t understand 
it, or it frightens me, or I feel huge resistance to dealing with it. 

This happens for everyone. Every day. Conflict happens. Surprises happen. Things fall through.

All the stuff I cannot handle
At 3:45am, guess what I do? I wake up and start 
to worry about all of it. It sucks. But I've begun 
to make peace with the fact that not a single bit 
of  worrying I’ve ever done has ever changed a 
thing.

If anything, worry makes matters worse. “What 
if  I  don’t  make enough money this  month?” 
turns  into  awkward  conversations  with  loved 
ones. “Do I have anything to wear tomorrow?” 
turns  into  a  panicky  morning  and  an 
uncomfortable day. “Is she mad at me?” spins 
into being alone forever.

Worrying, no matter how skilled I am at it, is 
not helping me - or my business. It's a really good thing to practice releasing.
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Drrrrrop it
This reminds me of how, as a kid, I used to play with a friend’s young golden retriever. 

“Sensi, drop it.” She had a tennis ball, but she wouldn’t obey. I didn’t yell, I just said it calmly,  
persistently, over and over, “Drrrrrop it, Sensi. Drrrrrop it. Drop. Sensi, drop it. Drrrrrrrop it.”  
Eventually she would.

And some days, I think that’s exactly what the Divine must be saying to me. “Drrrrrrop it, Jen. 
Drop. Jen, drrrrrop it. “

My ego really, really wants to hang on to control and try to handle everything. Yet there’s a deeper 
place in me that wants to hand over the scary stuff and the confusing stuff and the hard stuff. 
And maybe pick it up later when I feel more ready.

So I started this practice of writing a God List every week, along with my own to-dos, to practice 
dropping it and actively handing it over. It could look like this:

Divine Delegation:

• paying a scary bill this week
• taking a week off
• hard drive backup issue
• too much to do
• that scary project I don't want to touch

If it’s on this list, it means I have NO idea what to do about it and I’m not sure what my next step 
is. Because it’s on the Divine Delegation list, I don’t have to worry. I delegated it. It’ll get dealt 
with.

The amazing thing is that time after time, it does. The things I delegate to the Divine do indeed 
get resolved on their own. Inspired Spouse’s broken laptop, for example. Feeling overwhelmed. 
Snarly budget stuff. I don’t know why it works, but it does.

All from writing the Divine a to-do list in grape-scented marker.

A word on titles
If you wanted to try this yourself, it doesn’t really matter what your religious views are. There are 
thousands of names for the Thing That is Bigger Than Us. I just picked one that works for me.  
Instead of a God List, you could write a to-do list for the Universe. Or the Divine. Or the Earth. 
Or Love. 
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The lesson
Practice taking conscious ownership of the things you can handle - and purposely giving away 
the rest to Something Bigger. Scary? You bet. But it’s worth it. It’s clutter-clearing for the spirit.



Chapter 5: Organizing

You already have a system, you just don't know it yet
When you look around your space, you may see a lot of evidence that supports the 
theory that you're disorganized. But when I imagine your space, I see hope. Here's 
why: although it may look pretty sloppy, underneath it all there are systems.

Here's how I know: If you and I were hanging out together in your workspace and I  
asked you to locate the bills you have that are coming due, could you put your hands 
on them? Finding them immediately isn't important, but could you find them in 
less than 10 minutes? I'll bet you could. That's because you have a system for your 
important mail. It doesn’t mean it's perfect (because that's not the goal), but is it 
functional? Chances are good that it is.

How about if I asked you where you put papers you don't want anymore. If I handed 
you something you needed to release, do you have a place to put it – like a trash can, 
a recycle bin or a shredder? Or even a small pile you take with you to another part of  
the house to dispose of? If so, voila! You have a system for releasing clutter.

One more example. If I gave you a gift of a lovely pen that you really liked and you 
wanted to find it again, where would you put it? If something comes to mind, this is 
further evidence that you have systems for storing  things you want to keep.  It 
doesn't have to be perfect or pretty to be functional, it just has to work.

All of this said, you probably know that these areas want some improvement. We're 
going to explore a variety of ways to bring consciousness and clarity to your home 
office systems.
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Organizing with heart
If you think back over your work history, you may be amused by the wide variety of 
jobs you’ve held. Think about it for a minute. When you’re a creative soul, it almost 
can’t be helped!

Personally,  I’ve been a Sears customer service 
representative,  a  camp  counselor,  a  CPR 
instructor,  a  substitute  teacher,  a  volunteer 
coordinator, a business adviser, just to name a 
few.

The essence of your work
The amazing thing is that as widely as your job 
descriptions  have swung,  there is  a  common 
thread between all of  them: your work allows 
you to express your divine gift.

Your  divine  gift  is  not  a  skill  or  talent  or 
technique.  It’s  not  something  you  do.  It’s  an 
essence, a reflection of the Divine within you. 
Compassion,  strength,  love,  grace  are  all 
examples.

The interesting thing about one’s divine gift is that it’s often hard to recognize. 
You’re immersed in it all the time, so it doesn’t seem exceptional to you - like a fish 
can’t see the water it’s in. It takes time to discover and begin to consciously own it.

What your divine gift is for
Each person has a purpose. There’s a passage I love from the Bible that says, “No one 
lights a lamp and then covers it with a washtub or shoves it under the bed. No, you 
set it up on a lamp stand so those who enter the room can see their way.”

Your divine gift is like a light. Your purpose is to bring your light into the world. Not 
everyone chooses to do this, of course. It takes commitment. But if you’re on the 
entrepreneur’s path, your light shines as you share your divine gift.

How does this relate to creating an organized, inspired home 
office?

Maybe you’ve hired an organizer in the past - but nothing stuck. Or you read an 
organizing book and got overwhelmed. This is really common if you think that the 
goal is to be organized.
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It isn’t.

If  you’re striving for an organized space and are continuously “failing”  at it,  it’s 
because you need a new perspective. In my work, the goal is never to be “organized.”

The goal of organizing is to create an environment that helps you 
share your divine gift with the world.

Organizing helps your divine gift flow into the world unobstructed. It’s a means to 
an end, not the end itself.

Forget tidiness. You don’t need cute, matchy boxes. You don’t even have to be pile-
free. All you need is a workspace that allows your love, your gift to reach those who 
need it.

Things to try with your divine gift and workspace
Reflect for a moment about the divine gift you bring to the world? What essence is 
coming through you from all your varied jobs? Sit in silence for a little while and 
listen for an answer - something will come up from within you.

Then inquire
What do you need and what does your workspace need so that your divine gift can 
come through? What blocks can you clear so that you can really reach the people 
who need your gift?

My guess  is  that if  you take a time with these questions and write down your 
responses, you’ll get ideas that will really help your business grow. You may find that 
you don’t need cute little boxes, but something more real, more holy, and more you.

(For a tender book of Divine qualities, see “The Sufi Book of Life” by Neil Douglas 
Klotz.)

Putting first what matters most
“Is it me - or did that stuff appear from absolutely nowhere?”

A friend and I were talking and she snapped her fingers to illustrate just how fast it 
took over her space.

103



“Where did it come from?” she asked, completely perplexed. “I just cleaned up my 
office yesterday!”

It’s amazing how fast life moves. Sometimes in just a couple of days you can get a 
surprise email to set up an appointment, a good networking opportunity, an update 
for your website, an unexpected phone call - and, oh, your next newsletter is coming 
due…

Before you know it,  life feels  out of  control  and your office looks like a bomb 
exploded. These exciting opportunities can blow your semi-organized life out of 
order and turn your workspace upside down. And you’re left reeling.

If you can relate (I know I can!), the important thing to know is that messiness and 
craziness are just a symptom. It means you’ve lost touch with the grounding energy 
of your organizing system.

Internal organizing
“Ick,” you may say, “Organizing is so dry and boring.”

Yes, no doubt, it certainly can be. But by my definition, organizing isn’t sterile or 
regimented or even painful. It’s a personal thing that is unique to you - like the 
organs in your body.

Organ-izing your office
In the body, each organ has a job - and each one relies on the other organs to get the 
whole job done. That’s what keeps you alive.

Your organizing systems work the same way. Your files, your desk top, your billing, 
your note taking, are all part of a larger system of keeping your life (and business, if  
you have one) alive - and hopefully flourishing.

But when you spend too much time on one organ, or one system, things get really 
lopsided and unhealthy. Can you relate?

The good news? It’s not a chronic condition. And you won’t need surgery to fix it.

Things to try organizing creatively
Take out a pen and some paper - and write down an estimate of about how much 
time you spend focused on things like working with clients, writing newsletters, 
checking email, talking on the phone, and more. Take a guess at what percentage of 
your work time is spent in out-focus mode.
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Now consider how much time you devote to the internal operations of your home 
office.

This might include balancing expenses and income, filing information where you 
can easily locate it, purging non-essential information and materials, planning and 
charting your short- and long-term goals, updating files, cleaning your office, and 
more.  Again,  guess  what  percentage  of  your  time  is  spend  with  internal 
maintenance.

Set a new goal
When you compare these two percentages, notice if you think that one might need 
more attention. I’m going to take a wild guess and assume that the second category, 
internal focus, was lower than the first.

If that’s true, take a few moments to contemplate the following two questions:

• What do you think the impact of the in-focus/out-focus disparity is 
having on your life and/or creating?

• If internal maintenance is essential to the health of your life/business, 
what attention does your home office need internally?

A few ideas
For some people, it really works well to dedicate some unscheduled time once a 
month - or once a week - to do small bits of maintenance like filing, billing, purging, 
etc.

Some people make appointments with their files, or their money, or other “organs” 
to make sure they’re healthy and strong.

I like to spend the first minutes of my day with my calendar, planning out what to 
get done. This helps me stay on track and accomplish the things I want to - leaving 
time for fun and spontaneity at break times, evenings and weekends.

It’s fun to swim upstream!
Even though you might feel a lot of pressure to be externally-focused, attending to 
the internal  maintenance of  your business can have a profound impact on your 
success. It can give you the stability you need to go into the world feeling supported 
and competent.
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Where to start getting organized in your home office

Paper boggles the brain
If you’ve got lots of paper, it can feel daunting to pick up anything. Oooo. It’s kinda 
scary. Everything’s all connected, one thing to the next, like a long line of dominoes. 
What if you break it and things come crashing down?

Paper is persnickety when it comes to organizing. You need to keep some (or a lot) 
of it. But where on earth is it all going to go?

So first top off your organizing brain fuel
Before you pick up a single thing, I’m going to 
ask  you  to  do  something  totally  wacky, 
something you never would think goes with 
organizing.

Go to the grocery store for snacks.

Huh?

This  might sound like crazy,  but I  endorse 
snackies 100% as a vital decluttering strategy. 
Know  why?  Decision-making  lowers  blood 
sugar. With lots of  paper, there are lots and 
lots of  decisions -  and you need your brain 
and body to be happy in this process too.

Head  to  the  store  for  tea,  chocolate,  nuts, 
other snackies you like. This is your decluttering fuel.

Then touch the paper
Now, about where to start with all  that paper? Trying to be logical and strategic 
actually slows you down. If you’re deciding between areas, I’d recommend the one 
that feels right.
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The issue isn’t where to start, it’s that you start. Honestly, there’s no wrong way to 
proceed. The action involved in just deciding to clear stuff aligns a lot of stars.

When you start moving things in your space, you’re unsticking all kinds of old life 
stuff  and getting it flowing in the right direction.  So although “start anywhere” 
sounds like lame advice, you really can and will still get fantastic results now and in 
the weeks that follow - just by starting anywhere.

Your organizing brain: totally unique and 8.7% the same
Brains and organizing have a lot in common. Both are systematic, both are creative, 
and both allow you to do things that would be challenging otherwise.

Thing is: all our brains are different. My wacky ADD brain is nothing like my Type-A 
friend’s  brain  or  Inspired  Spouse’s  research-nerd  brain  or  my  artist  friend’s 
wooooooowee! creative brain.

This is good. Brain diversity is a good thing. These differing strengths allowed early 
humans to support a tribe with varied  needs.  It would be horrible if  all  brains 
worked in exactly the same way. (Just think of the Borg.)

And while our brains are all unique, we exhibit certain characteristics that make us 
similar. Just look at a few personality and learning theories:

• 9 kinds of intelligence (Multiple Intelligence)
• 16 personality types (Myers-Briggs)
• 9 types (Enneagram)
• 12 sun signs (Zodiac)

Looking at just these four, we can say there’s an average of a dozen different types of  
people-brains in the world – and that your brain is just like 8.7% of  the world 
population.

Don’t be assimilated (if you don't want to)
The problem is that most organizing experts out there are like the Borg and have 
one kind of brain: a systematic one. They get how organizing works intrinsically.
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Maybe you’ve read some of these well-intentioned people. Their words are logical. 
Their organizing ideas are straightforward. Their techniques are totally rational. But 
the concepts don’t work or you can’t keep them going.

If this sounds familiar, you might think that something’s wrong with you. But there 
isn’t. You just have a different kind of brain than that expert does. In fact, there’s 
only an 8.7% chance that their system will work for your brain.

As a non-linear person,  I  have tried three different experts’  approaches to time 
management. I’ve read countless “get organized” magazine features. I own at least a 
dozen organizing books by American, British and Australian experts. Although I got 
some neato ideas, I’ve failed at following their organizing plans (despite my best 
efforts). And I mean flat-out failed.

Something didn’t click.

Where the click happens
Your own brain. Have you felt that? When something works, it clicks. The synapses 
fire and the system clicks because your brain is happy.

When you know how to access the resources of your own brain, organizing becomes 
an effective, creative activity. Satisfying. Joyful,  even. And not nearly has hard as 
learning to apply someone else’s techniques.

How to create your own organizing connections
The shift looks like this:

“Oh, that expert is organized. —> I should try to copy them.”

to:

“Oh! I’m already organized inside my brain? Cool! —> Now I can use what I 
know about my brain to organize my space.”

If you’ve struggled with organizing in the past, it might seem unnerving to rely on 
yourself instead of the experts, but it’s quite effective.

Real-life examples
One of  my clients realized that she was a primarily visual person. Her brain was 
strongly influenced by visual  data,  images,  and colors.  When she became more 
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aware of this, she started to keep her desktop clearer to minimize distractions and 
also integrated colors into her filing system. She was amazed at how much easier 
she could find things with these small brain-friendly changes.

Another client  realized  that  she had  certain  tasks  arise  each  month  that  were 
critical to complete. Her brain is pretty systematic and it really likes having her lists 
visible so she can check things off with a special pen. So she made a wall chart that 
listed each of them and now she checks things off as they get completed. Another 
happy brain!

In both cases, my clients became aware of a specific brain preference and integrated 
it into their organizing.  Can you see how different this is from reading an expert’s 
advice?

Celebrate your unique brain
Instead of fighting who you are, discover what your brain likes and integrate these 
discoveries into your organizing. 

If you want to start befriending your brain

• start by making a list of things you love to do and see what themes emerge
• take an online test for the personality/intelligence theories above and see 

where you land

You’re amazing
There is nothing wrong with you or how you organize. When you can integrate your 
brain’s strengths into your organizing, you won’t believe how much happier your 
brain is - and how much happier you are in work and in life.

Ultimately, the more awareness you have about how your brain works, the more you 
can use it.

Finding ways to be truly content with less
Once when I was on retreat at Breitenbush Hot Springs, I pulled a card with the 
word Release on it from a decorated basket.  When I looked more closely at the 
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image, it was a snake shedding its skin - a message to discard material possessions 
in service to spiritual awakening. It hit home.

Material goods being a stumbling block to deeper spirituality is an old and universal 
theme. From the Buddhist tradition: “Attachment is the source of all misery.” From 
the Bible, “…it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich 
man to enter the kingdom of God.” Suffice it to say, the physical trappings of earth 
have been a spiritual distraction to people for a long time.

Inspired to simplify
I  once  read  a  biography  of  Mother  Theresa  and  was  inspired  by  her  extreme 
simplicity. Along with her sisters, she owned only one thing in the world: her dress. 
She completely trusted that if she needed something, it would come along.

Now  that  I’ve  gotten  the  hang  of  decluttering,  I  dream of  stripping  away  my 
comforts down to only the bare essentials. Like the snake shedding unwanted skin, I 
dream of ditching everything to travel to the sacred places of the world to deeply 
immerse myself there.

At odds with mainstream culture
It’s hard to admit to this longing of mine, since our culture is so preoccupied with 
having stuff. Our Western identity is so tied with the power and prestige of certain 
possessions, it’s hard to imagine living any other way.

However,  I’ve  grown  increasingly  interested  in  this  simpler  path  due  to  the 
dissatisfaction I feel with stuff. All the yearning and excitement I feel gazing over 
the ads in Sunday’s paper evaporates once the purchase is made. I feel empty and 
unfulfilled. Having the thing leaves me feeling let down.

In reality, I think many people place unrealistic expectations on the physical object. 
“If  I  buy this,”  I  think,  “it  will  make me feel 
good about myself. I’ll be able to show it off and 
people will praise me for having it. Then I’ll feel 
better about myself.” It isn’t that easy.

The inner vacuum
When it comes down to it, we’re all aware that 
having  stuff  doesn’t  fill  the  hole  that  craves 
love.  We’re  seeking  something  deeper. 
Ambrose,  a  wise  saint  from the 4th  century, 
calls  it a “God-shaped vacuum” that only the 
Divine can fill. And nothing but that will sate 
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our spirits. Not a Mercedes. Not a dozen chocolate eclairs. Not even the newest,  
thinnest, fastest handheld device in the world will get me closer to the Divine. In 
fact, these things only make us feel separate, further away from the Love we crave.

Sometimes I see this separateness in the lives of my clients. The very objects around 
them are suffocating and physically preventing them from having the life they want. 
Sometimes there’s just no room to move - physically or emotionally or spiritually.  
When you start making powerful choices about what to keep and what to release - it 
can be a life-changing event to finally feel free and full of possibility.

Less stuff = more life
The less we have, the simpler life is - simply because everything we keep requires 
maintenance. More books means more dusting. More clothing equals more laundry. 
More paper requires more filing and organizing. Honestly, most people just don’t 
have that much time! And when we do have free time, the last thing we want to 
spend it on is repetitive tedium.

If you’re looking for less in your life, here are 2 strategies that will help you begin.

Strategy 1: Focus on removal
Poking around online, I stumbled upon a guy after my own heart who decided to 
whittle down his possessions to precisely 100 items. With simplicity on my mind, I 
sat down and wrote a list of  my own 100  most important belongings.  It  was a 
powerful exercise that made me realize just how far I would have to go - and also 
how attached I am to the things I own.

Fortunately, like the snake shedding its skin, simplifying is a process. It’s something 
you come back to again an again, with new insight, clarity and intention. It’s a good 
practice to annually reflect on what you’re carrying with you and what you’re ready 
to release.

Strategy 2: Focus on additions
If the idea of owning only 100 things seems too extreme for you, try this: make a list 
of all the things you’d do with your free time (if you didn’t have so much busy-work 
piling up). Come up with a list of 25 things that help fill that Spirit-shaped vacuum 
in you. When you’re clear on what you do want out of life, removing the unwanted 
becomes much easier.
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Creating order in half-second steps 

Think of the last time you took a walk in the woods
Maybe you can recall the quality of the light, the views and scenes that passed you, 
the kinds of plants and trees along the way, or the companions who accompanied 
you. There’s something meditative about the woods.

Practically speaking, most people find that a walk in the woods is fairly easy to do. 
You simply choose a place to begin and then start walking. It’s so obvious how to 
take a walk in the woods that it hardly seems worthwhile to explain it.

You just start
You don’t worry about step 247 or bridge number 2 or the fourth squirrel. You just 
walk. Organizing is just like a walk in the woods. You begin. You take a single step 
forward - and another - and another, pausing occasionally to take in the sights.

Unlike walking in the woods, however, people do  get stressed about where to put 
things (step 247) or how to deal with email (bridge number 2) or dealing with time 
management (the fourth  squirrel).  When you  worry  about these things,  it’s  as 
though you’re standing stock still in the middle of the path with your eyes closed.

You can’t get there any faster by thinking so hard.

Just take a step
Depending on the length of your legs, a single step happens in about a half-second. 
Is there something you can you do in your space today that would take a half-
second?

The idea isn’t to get to the end of the trail in one fell swoop. Your legs aren’t that  
long. And neither is your attention span.

Maybe, just maybe, you’d be willing to take a “walk” through your workspace today, 
taking half-second actions to move what you can.

That fourth squirrel will appear when it’s supposed to and no amount of thinking 
will make it come faster. Enjoy your walk.
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Getting organized “once and for all”
Over the years, I've been asked how one can keep the organizing momentum going 
and stay organized once and for all.

“Ahhh, grasshoppah,” I reply, with a grin. Organizing is like the seasons, there are 
messy phases and neat phases. Fruitful creative times and replenishment phases. 
Unrelenting productivity is unrealistic.

I started realizing that it’s really hard to get excited about organizing your office if  
you’re dog tired, burned out, and snarky. And I took this to heart and made the 
following three discoveries:

Replenishment must come first
The belief that soul-sustaining activities are optional is a blind spot for many people 
- and a painful one. Take a moment and ask yourself - what have I been putting off  
that I deeply need?

A participant  in  my Inspired  Organizing  class  had  a  huge epiphany when she 
realized that painting isn’t optional for her. Painting is the breath of her life - and 
nothing is more fulfilling than creating beauty with her canvas and paints.

And yet, she put it on hold. For long stretches of time.

Does this sound familiar? You, me - we all think that we can only do the thing that 
deeply nourishes us once (and only after) we get our “have-tos” done.

Soul-sustaining activity gives you the courage and energy to 
do what you think you cannot

If you start with an empty watering can, what do you have to offer the garden? If you 
wake each morning with a dreaded to-do list, how will you find the way internal 
resources to complete it all? And if you force your way through day after day, how do 
you feel?

Doing activities that nourish you - on a regular basis - isn’t self  indulgent. It’s a 
critical component of a healthy life. And no one can grant permission for this but 
you.

Putting your soul first means you can to take on your latest project renewed and 
recharged. It means that you can conquer things that plague you with energy and 
courage. Your Interactions with people you care about are warmer and more real. 
This self-knowledge can change your life.
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Listen for what you already know
Listening to - and trusting - what your heart needs is the best way to replenish your 
soul on a day to day, moment to moment basis. The answers you need are already 
inside you, waiting.

For example, when my buddy Linda said she could meet me for lunch, but I’d have 
to wait an additional hour before we could meet up, I could feel my chest tighten 
with stress.

But then I asked myself what the most nourishing choice would be. I listened to my 
heart instead of  my fear… and chose to meet her for a delightful late lunch. Not 
surprisingly, it was exactly what I needed. I left feeling seen, loved, and replenished.

In other words
Organizing is a process that takes time. Caring for yourself  along the way means 
that you will be able to sustain your resolve until it’s really working for you.

Now. What have you been waiting to do that will fill you up?

When your organizing efforts fall apart 
You start organizing your home office, hoping to get it all done in a weekend. You 
start sorting out all the magazines, various projects, and finding a home for that 
massive project you did a decade ago and haven't touched since.

You get three quarters of the way there and-whew! You’ve gotta stop. Just for a few 
days, you tell yourself.

But then those few days turn into a few weeks and it never gets finished. And then 
everything piles up on top of the good work you did. Ugh. So. Frustrating.

The good news is that if you’re getting that far into the process, it means you’ve got 
all the organizing skills and abilities you could possibly need. Yay for that!
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What to tweak
Next time,  just start with a smaller project. 
Choosing too big a project usually results in 
unfinished efforts like these,  and I’d love to 
prevent you that frustrating experience.

Instead  of  trying  to  re-organize your whole 
home office at once, focus on creating a home 
for all the materials related to one project, for 
example. Or one drawer of the filing cabinet, 
instead of all four (or eight or sixteen).

Narrowing your focus makes a project small 
enough to complete in an afternoon or a day. 
Which  helps  you  see  successes  sooner  and 
makes you more willing to do it again in the 
future.

Surprising discoveries about your workspace
Something I hear fairly often from people who like my work is that they'd like to 
schedule a session with me but only after they get their office cleaned up.

That last part - about cleaning up before getting help - totally shocked me.

Jen finds a clue
I talked over this discovery with Inspired Spouse, who is a dental hygienist. In her 
experience, she shared that when people don’t brush their teeth before getting their 
cleaning, they feel embarrassed and are really apologetic.

This made perfect sense. It feels pretty awkward to be seen with your stuff hanging 
out. No wonder people want to clean up before getting help.

Reassurance for embarrassment
If you feel embarrassed about how your office looks and functions, take heart. You 
are in good company. 
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If  the  thought  of  sharing  a  photo  of  your  space  makes  you  squirm,  whoo!  I  
completely understand!  I  want  to  offer  you  reassurance  that  you  don’t  have 
everything figured out. Your space doesn’t have to be perfect or clutter free.

Your inner critic might have a million things to say about the current condition of 
your space, but rest assured - it is really okay as-is. Gummed up and uncomfortable 
is remarkably normal.

Your office is like a puppy
Have you ever tried to train a puppy? They are so cute and wiggly and kind of 
(ahem) messy. Your workspace is kind of like a puppy - it’s creative and wiggly and it 
gets messy all over the place. Believe it or not, that mess is actually quite useful (I’ll  
get to that in a minute).

Requiring yourself  to clean up your office before getting support is kind of  like 
insisting your puppy be obedient before taking her to puppy school.

If your puppy is still in that goofy phase, she might not be perfect in class, but you 
get a lot out of taking it together. It’s fun to learn and grow together. And you can 
use what you learn later when you’re both more experienced.

Mess is useful
If you have a messy office, starting from where you are right now can be good for the 
same reasons. You may not be able to implement everything immediately, but you’ll 
learn a lot of skills you can use again and again.

The other thing? With no puppy, it’s hard to practice teaching her to “sit” and “stay”.

Mess gives you the raw materials for an organizing system
If you throw it all away, it will actually slow down the organizing process. You have 
to wait till it all comes back again and then organize.

You might look around you and think, “Well, if mess is useful, I have a lot of useful 
in here.” If  you do, I invite you to notice if  you’re isolating yourself  because you 
think you have to figure it all out before you can get help figuring it out.

Nothing to do - no judgment - just notice if you expect that of yourself.
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Things to try with workspace mess 

Try a little tenderness
If you want more structure in your space, think about what your needs are. Do you 
need a buddy? Do you need a clear goal? What would give you the support you 
need?

Practice being  gentle with yourself  and create compassionate expectations (not 
brutal ones). Treat yourself  like you would a cherished friend. If  puppies get pats 
and rewards, so can you.

Notice if you want support
Support can look like a lot of different things. You may have someone you trust that 
you can include in your process. Think about if there’s support you’ve been missing.

What’s important is that you find a way to begin
As you create organic systems in your space, you’ll get more focus in your business, 
more spaciousness  for your creativity,  more income (who couldn’t  use more of  
that?), and more confidence to move your plans forward.

Organizing doesn’t have to be embarrassing or painful, it just has to work for you. 

The benefits of being real instead of “fine”
“How are you, today?”

“Oh, fine.”

Even though you don’t feel fine.

It takes a lot of  energy to put on a plastic smile.  I  mean a  lot.  In fact,  forcing 
emotions can make you feel drained.

What’s really happening?
For any variety of  interesting  reasons,  we deem true emotions  unfit  for public 
consumption. Somehow we adopted the belief that it’s not okay to be crabby. Or to 
feel off-balance. Or let it show.
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If you keep your feelings isolated inside, you can feel very isolated. (Bear with me 
and we’ll tie this into office organization in a minute. Honest.)

Problem Identification
In my opinion, venting gets a bad rap. Venting, 
as in: getting stuff off your chest. So instead, I 
started calling it Problem Identification. Makes 
it sound fancy and productive, doesn’t it?

Actually, it is productive.

If  you give yourself  permission to share what’s 
happening  inside  you,  amazing  things  can 
happen. I remember a time when I was taking 
everything  (even  unrelated  things)  100% 
personally. You ever have one of those days? It 
sucks.

The productive part
Eventually,  I  got  tired  of  stewing.  I  wrote  a 
Problem  Identification  email  to  my  two 
mastermind buddies and just let ‘er rip: What I was confused about, what I was 
angry about, what was frustrating me.

By the time I wrote this bullet-pointed missive, I was already feeling better. I got it 
all off my chest. And their empathic replies started me grinning.

My friend's reply email said,

…sometimes it’s  just  fine  to  just  be  a  big,  angry,  stompy-booted,  annoyed  
person about it. Letting yourself have that is self-care too.

Suddenly the mountain was a rightful molehill again.

How Problem Identification works
Want to get stompy-booted and unstuck, too?

1. Acknowledge that all is not right.
2. Ask someone you trust if they’re willing to listen without trying to “fix” you 

(important!).
3. Share the whole ugly mess of thoughts and feelings.
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Problem Identification is only half the solution
You’ve probably met people who only focus on the  Identification part. They wear 
you down, don’t they? If you stop at Problem Identification, you just keep stewing 
in your own juices.

What’s needed next are Solutions
In science, a solution involves mixing dense matter into less dense matter and in the 
process, this dilutes its potency. 

A nerdy analogy, yes, but Problem Identification is a dense thing. If you mix it into 
your spacious curiosity, the problem dissolves.

For example, once you’ve had a good vent, you can explore:

What is one small baby step I can take to move this forward?
What is one small shift that will move me from “stuck and irritated” into 
“clear and empowered?”

But only after you’ve had The Vent.

How this relates to organizing
Have you ever noticed that you get irritated and frustrated by your work space from 
time to time (or all the time?).

If you share this frustration with someone, it helps you move out of the mental snarl 
of negative self-talk. It helps you get clear about Exactly What Isn’t Working and 
how blasted irritating it is.

Suddenly, there’s space in you to be curious about Solutions. And you can move 
forward. How cool is that?

You’re your own organizing expert
No one knows what you need better than you do (not even me!).

So inquire:  What’s bugging you about your office lately? Let it all out on paper or 
with someone you trust. Then cultivate curiosity about what you need and how you 
want to move forward.

Making friends with the piles in your office
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If you met my friend Paula, you’d have at least an hour-long conversation about a 
variety of interesting subjects.

She is an accomplished organizational development consultant. In fact, now that 
she’s retired, she is earning more in her part-time freelance career than she did as a 
full-time employee of a large organization.

In her spare time, she is a soccer referee, a voracious reader, an avid oenophile, and 
has just completed her master’s degree. Paula and her partner travel regularly to 
visit their daughters in Philadelphia and Italy. Paula’s life is full and delightful. 

And, like a lot of people I work with, Paula’s office is a complete wreck. She'd be the 
first person to tell you so.

Although she’s about to move her office into a new room (that’s significantly smaller 
than the current one), the tower of  retirement statements, soccer schedules, and 
who-knows-what will not fit into the new space.

If you can relate to Paula's dilemma of having a space that's feeling squeezed and 
full, here are some ways to keep it from feeling like drudgery.

Ideas to try to get your space on track

Make a date
Schedule a little quality time with your office space. Put it on your calendar, dab on 
some perfume, and show up with flowers. This really helps you take your workspace 
seriously and acknowledge its value in your life.

Plus, when you schedule a date, it means there’s an end time on the horizon. You get 
to stop when the time’s up.

Make it fun
Some of my clients find it really helpful to put on their favorite music and play it 
very loudly. Maybe something fun and cheesy from your high school days.

Having this auditory distraction helps you make speedier decisions about what to 
keep or purge. This is great as long as you don’t throw out important tax documents.

Make a list
Speaking of decisions: to keep or recycle, that is the question. Some people have a 
hard time deciding what to get rid of and what’s really important.

I use this little list of questions when I clean out my clothes closet:
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• Does it feel good?
• Do I like how I look?
• Have I worn it in the last year?
• Can I imagine wearing it soon?
• Where does it go next: Keep, consign, donate

What kind of questions would help you? When you’ve given it some thought, write 
them down, make a date, and turn on the tunes. Your office will love you for it!

The two best organizing tools that don’t cost a dime 
Every year in January, I purchase a copy of the Better Homes and Gardens annual 
“Get Organized!” edition.

The thing I love about this issue is it encourages readers to think beyond the day-to-
day. Instead of mindlessly slogging through life, this issue asks subtly, “What kind 
of life would you like  to have?” From delicious-looking recipes to growing prolific 
houseplants to home makeovers.

I read it cover to cover and think, “I want that life!”

Money doesn’t create organizing bliss
If  you have kids or cats or forced-air heating,  you probably don’t have the right 
conditions in your home to grow those gorgeous featured orchids. You might not 
have the budget to make over your apartment or office. You might not have the time 
to  buy  fresh  ingredients  and  prepare  those  particular  meals  from  scratch. 
Sometimes the life that magazines present feel painfully out of reach.

When we want, but can’t have, this is the mental leap that most people take:

• “I can’t do the whole office makeover, but I could at least buy the chair.”
• “I can’t have that gorgeous bathroom, but I could at least buy the fabric-lined 

wicker baskets.”
• “I don’t have the body, but I could at least get the strappy heels.”

It’s not that there’s anything wrong with this thinking. That’s what the publishers 
want  you to think. I  counted. The most recent edition featured over 35 product 
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endorsements not including ads. I didn’t tally 
up the costs of these items, but that’s a lot of 
stuff to buy just to get organized.

Inspired reality-check
You only need two things to get organized, both 
of them are free.

A brain
It’s  a  mighty muscle.  Identify  any area that’s 
giving your trouble and your brain can solve it. 
Don’t let a magazine do the thinking for you. 
What do you really need? Let your brain create 
a solution.

Time
Yup. Time isn’t a commodity, it’s a tool. Use a 
few moments to create order and you’ll get clarity immediately. Do a few moments 
and you’ll get momentum. Regularly repeat the pattern of moments long enough 
and your space will begin to feel like a haven. Can you imagine what it would be like 
to work in a haven?

The moral of the story
The thing  I  liked  best  about the BH&G's  most recent January edition was the 
editor’s message: “…living organized is something else entirely.” Amen. Although she 
contends that it takes persistence and good habits to get organized, I propose that 
all it takes are your brain and time. Either way, none of these cost a dime.

Managing your fear-inducing files
Sometimes I go looking for a important things without moving a muscle. I look like 
I'm staring out the window, but in my mind there's a lot going on.

Here’s what it sounds like:

• I need that document.
• Where is it? (thinking) Ah, it’s in that file.
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• (getting a mental picture) Oh, but it’s messy in there.
• Scary! Don’t make me go!
• Where’s the chocolate?

Between the remembering of the file’s location and its contents, I felt dread. I don’t 
want to deal with the messiness. It’s confusing. It’s frustrating! I haven’t touched it 
in at least 6 months, so I don’t know what else is in there. I don’t want to get all 
tangled in it! That’s so stressful to me.

Wisdom of emotions
When we react emotionally to our stuff, it means that it’s running us, not the other 
way around. That dread and even fear can be paralyzing. It can prevent you from 
doing all  the cool  things you want to do with your finite,  precious days on the 
planet.

When you have big resistance to your stuff, take a moment to pause and see what’s 
going on. Pause to see what you need.

Putting the I back in “control”
Okay, so there’s not really an “i” in the word “control”, but you get my drift. It’s time 
to make that stuff yours again. Re-establish your sovereignty in your space.

Some of  the things you can do to accomplish a peace treaty with a scary file (or 
drawer or closet) include:

• Shining a light -  literally and metaphorically.  Take everything out 
and take a good look around.

• Making friends -  Some of  the stuff  inside you may want to keep. 
Have a happy reunion!

• Letting  go  -  The fact  that it  was fear-inducing  means  that some 
purging is in order. Remove what you don’t need or love.

I’m going back into that file right now to pull out what I need, and I’m making a 
date to sort through the rest. I’m ready to remove whatever’s lurking! Whew!

Five creative ways to keep your desk clear

The challenge of  being  a  creative person  is  that  maintenance is  boring  and  is 
(usually) the last thing on your list.
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On the other hand, you want your desk to be clear so you can do all kinds of fun and 
interesting work on it. Clear space helps you think and focus.

If only there were a magic wand to clear the space off when needed.

Short of casting a spell or calling up a fairy grandmother, I’ve discovered 5 different 
ways to keep your desk clear on a consistent basis. See which ones appeal to you and 
you might discover a magical solution!

1. Clear as a part of a weekly ritual
Some  people  like  to  reflect  once  a  week  about  their  goals.  The  might  set  an 
intention and  draw an angel  card  or inspirational  reading  for guidance.  If  this 
sounds like you, it’s only one extra step to follow up this sacred time with clearing 
off your desk.

Whether or not you schedule it in your calendar, clearing as part of a weekly ritual  
creates physical sacred space and gives you a clean slate for your activities in the 
week ahead.

2. Clear as you go
This suggestion involves paying attention and mindfully returning your materials to 
their places as you as you work on your projects. This can be a challenge if you’re the 
type of person who gets enthralled with her work to the point of forgetting where 
you are. But for some, this strategy works really well.

Clearing as you go is a great way to stay on top of  things and keep the clutter 
backlog at bay.

3. Clear at the end
Whether it’s the end of the day or the end of the project, pausing to acknowledge 
that something has come to a close provides you with a reminder to clear up the 
materials related to it. You might include filing virtual or physical folders, recycling 
unnecessary bits, and even assessing the success of the endeavor.

Using endings as a time to clear can be satisfying because of the closure it provides.  
You truly know you’re done and can be decisive about what to release and what to 
store.
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4. Clear when you need space
You’ve probably had one of  those exciting moments when you think, “Okay! I’m 
gonna need a lot of space to do this project.” While your mind might go right to 
using the dining room table, you can direct that intensity and excitement toward 
clearing your desk space.

Instead of immediately starting on the project, go to your desk and start preparing it 
so there’s room for you to work. Using this intrinsic energy is a subtle but effective 
way to have your cake (a clear desk) and eat it too (space to work on your project).

5. Clear when it feels bad

Like the previous idea, this also capitalizes on natural energy. If  you’re frustrated 
enough with how your desk looks and feels, and it’s been bugging you long enough, 
you can use that pent up energy to clear. It’s not the most edifying approach, but it’s 
one I personally use a lot.

If you use this approach to clearing, it’s important to use only the energy and not 
the  negativity  to  keep  you  going.  Avoid  being  harsh  with  yourself  or  talking 
negatively in your head. It’s enough to say, “I’ve had it. I want a space that looks and 
feels good. Time to take action.” This way you channel the energy in the direction 
you want to go.

How to make organizing random stuff really easy
I get such great questions in my email. One writer described herself as a “magpie 
mixed-media artist” (which I just love!).

As  she  was  organizing  her  space,  she  was  running  into  objects  that  defy 
categorization because they can be used in multiple places (jewelry bits,  collage 
work, packaging, etc.).

She asked me for my advice about whether she should organize them based A. on 
how they’ll be used or B. by their properties (metal, wood, etc.).
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Oh, we creatives have such amazing brains
Her questions reminded me of  how common it is to get mentally snarled up in 
trying to create the right or best setup. Our brains can cause such a mental spiral 
that we don’t move forward at all.

In my experience, creative people do better when they organize according to their 
intuition,  rather than  logic.  For example,  if  I  am looking  for my collection  of  
pressed flowers, there’s probably a logical place for it, but if I put it there, I won’t 
use (or even find) it. So instead, I put them in the first place I look for them.

Let me say that again: Put things in the first place you look for 
them.

Don’t worry about getting it right or perfect. Trust your intuition.

Organizing this way takes some time and the ability to observe yourself. But when 
you organize your belongings based on your intuition, the things you need appear 
when you need them. Almost by magic.

How to know if it will work
There’s  always a fear that comes up when people are creating new systems.  Or 
maybe it’s not fear, but a pressure to not have to do it again. To get the systems right 
today means you won’t have to re-do them in the future.

But  just  as  your  interests  grow  and  change  over  time,  so  do  your  organizing 
strategies. You will do it again in the future, guaranteed. This is normal. You can let 
go of the expectation that you’ll get it all right today.

Since you don’t really know what will work until you try it, give yourself permission 
to just try something out. Put all those pressed wildflowers in the place you know 
you’ll look for them. See what happens. You’ll be surprised what you learn about 
yourself!

Keeping your papers tamed in a tiny space
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When paper’s bursting out into a small space,  it’s like too much popcorn in too 
small a bowl! Start with these suggestions to bring your space back to sanity.

Notice the kinds of papers you have
Before you try any solution, pause to notice what the papers you have. Are there 
categories of papers like marketing ideas, medical bills, projects? Spend a little time 
just looking through to see what you have. Doing this will make it easier to organize 
them later.

Notice whether you need to keep all the paper
Be really honest with yourself. If  you think you have some paper you don’t need, 
spend a little quality time with it.

You’ll be surprised at how much breathing room you can create by sorting out what 
isn’t essential. You’ll also have less to organize later.

Notice which of these ideas would 
work for you

For the paper you need to keep, which of the 
following ideas do you think would work best 
for you?

Store paper vertically on your desk
Storing  paper vertically  makes  piles  smaller 
and is a great solution for papers you need to 
access daily or weekly.

Storing paper upright also means things don’t 
get lost  in the shuffle under other stuff  on 
your  desk.  They’re  right  on  hand  and  you 
don’t have to go searching for them.

Store papers above you
Using the wall above or beside your desk creates nooks for often-accessed paper has 
the same benefits as storing it upright on your desk.

Anything within arm’s reach is a good place for things like active projects, bills that 
are coming due, and password sheets. The best part is that you don’t have to take up 
precious desk space.
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Store papers vertically below your desk
While I’m not usually a fan of restricting leg movement under your desk, if  your 
space is very limited, this could be your best option.

Using a rolling cart with open files under your desk will give you a place for papers 
you don’t access regularly.

If it interferes with your leg comfort, you can roll it out of the way while you’re at 
your desk, and return it later when you’re done.

Store papers in another room
If  you have infrequently used papers (like insurance policies,  previous years’  tax 
returns, or other archives), consider storing them in a remote (and dry) part of your 
home. Again, go for a vertical solution like a file box, rather than laying paper flat.

Store paper digitally
For a small space, investing in a scanner might be just the thing to keep all your 
information together without cluttering up physical space.

One caveat: although scanning makes paper disappear, it only works if you use it. If  
it’s a hassle to drag it out and plug it in, or technology feels intimidating, you won’t 
use it and the paper will pile up.

If you go this route, keep your scanner connected to your computer and designate a 
place for it on your desk that’s easy to access.
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Chapter 6: Projects

Befriending your projects
If you're like most creative folk, your desk is littered with projects. You have boxes of 
projects. You buy supplies for projects all the time (fiber, anyone?). The goal, nay, 
the dream is to actually work on them – especially those that light you up from the 
inside.

Sometimes it helps to just have a definition so that you know what you're working 
with. From bill paying to preparing a presentation, anything that takes more than 15 
minutes to complete is, by my definition, a project. Any work that is made up of  
smaller identifiable tasks is a project, too. Projects are usually nouns. Tasks usually 
start with a verb.

This chapter offers you myriad ways to look at your projects – both those you love 
and those you loathe.

How to creatively organize your projects
Manila file folders. You either love or loathe them.

Either way, they have a tendency to hide the very things you want to remember with 
their thick, vanilla cover.
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What’s a creative person to do?
Well, I can’t tell you what you should do, but I can show you one creative option that 
uses your whole whole brain and body, your creativity, and colorful tools. And keeps 
the important stuff out in the open so you remember to work on it.

Equipment needed:

• a pile of paper that contains your current projects (no prob!)
• some open floor space
• colorful markers
• sticky notes
• blank paper
• 1 hour of uninterrupted time

Step One: Stickies for each project
Using sticky notes, write the names of your current and upcoming projects on the 
floor. Make sure you can read it from a distance, so you don’t have to keep looking at 
the papers themselves.

You may discover you have more projects later, just add more stickies as needed.

Step Two: Sort out your projects, each one under its sticky note
Sort all your projects into piles on the floor and spread them out so you can see 
what you’ve got going on.

(Hint: organizing projects always look worse before they start looking better.)

Step Three: Gather up the far-flung, but related stuff
Go around  your  home and  office  gathering  the  extra  pieces you  have  stashed 
somewhere related to these projects. Put all the like things together.

Step Four: Write your list of next steps
Now that you have all the stuff together, you can figure out your next steps.
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On a blank page, write the project name at the top in colorful marker (bonus points 
if they’re fruity!). Then write “Next Steps” underneath the title.

Now write the next steps you anticipate doing on this project. No need to write your 
whole, entire plan at once. Stick to what you know right now are your foreseeable 
next steps. For example, I’m not totally sure about one of  my projects, but I can 
anticipate that I’ll need to do the following, so I write:

• Schedule time on the calendar to work on this project (cuz I know I need 
that)

• Decide on the thing (because I haven’t yet)
• Talk to Marissa to get her opinion on the thing idea (getting input helps me 

decide)

Although I know there are more steps to this process, I can’t know what they are 
until I decide on the thing. In other words, focus on what you can do. Focus on the 
small steps.

Keep doing this step until all your projects have a list of Next Steps.

Step Five: Choose a container
Give your materials and your Next Steps list a 
place to live.

You’ll  want to choose a  container for each 
project  that  is  large  enough  to  fit  all  the 
material  you  currently  have and all  the 
material  you  expect  you’ll  add.  Make  your 
best guess.

If you organize your materials digitally, space 
won’t be an issue. But if  you work with big 
materials like fiber,  metal,  or canvas,  you’ll 
need to take the total  space you need into 
account.  If  your collage project only has 4 
magazines and a pack of 12 x12  paper right″ ″  
now, but you have plans to collect a box of 
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additional magazines. So look for a container that has the space you will need. For 
example, I use see-through, colorful plastic folders for most of my current projects.

With  paper,  you  absolutely  don’t  have  to  use  manila  file  folders.  But  I  do 
recommend putting each project pile into a container that stores them vertically. 
This prevents your projects from getting hidden by the things you put on top.

Next stop - the office supply store!

The six steps of any organizing project
It didn’t dawn on me until I attempted to make my first real curry dish that I had no 
idea whether we had the right spices. I couldn’t reach most of them. The other half 
were in unmarked baggies.

My spice cabinet was an organizing project in waiting.

Since this book is officially about home offices, you can allow my spice cabinet to a 
stand-in for about any organizing project you might have in your office.

• You might be out of shelf space and have no room for all your books.
• The cords under your desk look like a pit of vipers.
• You’re planning to teach a number of classes this year and have nowhere to 

put all the related ideas and information.

They’re all spice cabinets of the mind.

When you have an organizing project ahead,  it’s  helpful  to know the terrain.  I 
chronicled the steps of  my own organizing process in the hopes that you’d gain 
some tools for your own.
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1. Vision
Inspired by images of organized spice cabinets I found online, I imagined an ideal 
image of what our spices cupboard could look like. I fell in love with the idea of 
enjoying  cooking because  I  could find all  the  ingredients  without  swearing.

The more photos I looked at, the more excited I became. Consistent sizes! Easy to 
read labels! Alphabetized! Pretty spices in pretty jars!

2. Spending plan
Being averse to the word budget, I created a spending plan. We use our spices a lot 
and we had some gift money from Christmas,  so I planned my spending.  Even 
though I wasn’t sure it was possible, I decided to commit $50 for the spice cupboard 
project.

Money is one consideration. The spending plan is also about time. How much time 
are you willing to devote to a project? I counted the spices and figured that 45 spice 
jars would take me about 2 hours to complete. Heh. More on this at the end.

3. Research and Design
With a dollar number and a time frame in mind, the next step is to start figuring out 
the steps to implement your vision. Research and design have to hold hands to work 
well together. Do a little research, sketch a rough design. Do a little more research,  
edit the design. Repeat.

To start, take a look at what you currently have that might be helpful to your project. 
I took measurements of our cabinet, checked that the shelves were truly adjustable, 
and counted how many spices we had.

Research your options. After looking at jars online, I went to a couple of local stores 
to compare prices but couldn’t find any I liked. I decided to order some adorable 
square spice jars that are the right size and capacity and were $1.10 each including 
shipping.

When the jars arrived I thought about how to display them. I Googled images of  
spice racks and ended up on another organizer’s site with this brilliant, inexpensive 
solution to creating stair steps that could display the spice labels (the way I saw it in 
my vision).
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Before heading to the hardware store, I drew a sketch - a design - of what I needed.

Drawing it helped me figure out a better solution. I bought three 1 x 2 x 8  boards″ ″ ′  
and a friendly helper-person cut them into 9  lengths for me (props to″  Lowe’s for 
providing this service!).

All told, the supplies and materials cost $49.20. Woohoo for the spending plan!

4. Doing the plan
Note: I didn’t say, “Follow the plan.” If  you’ve ever done a project like this, you’re 
probably aware that it’s not a linear, Point A -> Point B process. There are detours.  
There are discoveries. Ideally, you roll with them and make adjustments as you go. 
At least I tried to.

As I arranged the shelves and played with the label maker, things started to come 
together according to plan. I was so happy to see how well the shelves worked-it was 
like playing with blocks.  My new label-maker worked like a charm, although I did 
have a few labeling mishaps (I spelled one spice cinnmon).

It definitely got messier as I worked. If this happens to you, don’t be alarmed. Mess 
is normal when you do an organizing project.  As the plan came along, I started to 
feel really great. The first shelf of spices looked awesome - just like I envisioned.

When I got to the second shelf, I realized I had a problem. I couldn’t see the spice 
labels on the second row. Or the third. Inspired Spouse is 5 inches shorter than me, 
so just tippy-toeing wouldn’t work. I figured this issue would be worse up on shelf 
#3, the highest one. It never dawned on me in the Research and Design phase to 
measure myself.

I tried redesigning the plan; I played with the configuration of blocks to give the jars 
a  boost  up.  No luck.  And  then,  just  like that,  I  got  stuck.  Nothing  worked.  I 
wondered  angrily,  “What’s  the point of  labeling if  you can’t read the labels?”  I 
started to think the whole project was a bust.

Anxiously, I sought the ear of my devoted, patient Inspired Spouse who listened as I 
recounted everything I’d tried.
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Jen: (in tragic voice) Crap! It’s not working! It was supposed to be awesome, 
but it's not. What a disaster!

Inspired Spouse: It’s okay... No one’s going to die.

Jen: (pause) Oh, right. I’m taking this too seriously. (laughter)

Sometimes a loving, level head is just the thing. 
In fact, the shelf issue got better from there and 
I found a decent solution. A re-re-re-design.

However,  lots  of  people  get  to  this 
stuck/angry/helpless point and don’t know it’s 
totally normal. Doing the Plan includes getting 
stuck  and  taking  detours. It's  part  of  the 
process. When it happens, take a little space or 
share it with someone who’s willing to listen. 
When  you  resolve  the  stuckness,  you’ll  get 
moving toward your vision again.

5. Clean up
This is the part of the creative process I usually 
put off. At the end of this project, I had lots of  
the old glass and plastic jars left over, old spices to compost, unused wood blocks, 
and new jars to find homes for. 

Having to scuffle around these remnants for weeks can be depressing and annoying. 
Build cleanup time into your plan so that you can enjoy a truly completed project.

6. Celebration
Look at what you’ve created. Really look at it - and partay! It’s so easy to rush to the 
next thing so be sure to pause to enjoy it.

I called Inspired Spouse back into the kitchen for the nth time and we looked at my 
creation together.  I  held up the camera to compare it to the starting point.  We 
marveled together. What a great feeling!
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Feel proud of yourself  and pause to recognize your accomplishment. You’re more 
likely to do something like this again if  it feels good. So celebrate you! Celebrate 
your vision - even if it didn’t come out exactly the way you expected. You did it!

Have fun tracking your long-term projects
One day I was sitting at my desk and I got an idea for this thing I’d been thinking 
about. It was HUGE and I got really excited. I just had to write it down somewhere.

Even though I’m pretty savvy with computers, I needed to get this idea on paper. 
BIG paper. I wanted to scribble and draw and use my whole body in the creative 
idea-generating process. I was so jazzed.

Then I looked around my office and crud! - there was nothing to write on!

Lemons into lemonade
So, I got out an old roll of wrapping paper and taped it to the wall, white-side out. 
Tentative at first, I scratched out the basic idea and then excitedly filled in the gaps 
with broad, colorful strokes. It was great! It was huge!

This was the first step I took in getting my business off the ground. That wrapping 
paper stayed up for the first 6 months of  my business’ life, serving as a guide. A 
visual reminder. A map.When I stopped needing it, I took it down, rolled it back up 
and used it for holiday presents (talk about recycling!).

If you can see it, you can do it
Have you ever had the urge to plan a big project, but got stuck? Anytime you’re 
planning something big and involved, you need three things:

• A clear, invigorating idea of where you want to go
• Specific steps to get you there
• A way of reminding yourself what’s next and tracking what you’ve completed
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Personalizing what you need
With these three things as your guide, you can plan and execute a project any way 
you like. How would you like to track your big projects?

Here are 3  tracking variations I’ve seen -  and the basic elements that each one 
entails. Which one sounds most like you?

Neat and tidy
• Big picture plans turned into into specific, measurable goals
• Breaking goals down into steps
• Put all of the steps in your system with timelines
• Follow up at the end and evaluate

Big and messy
• Huge wall charts on butcher paper with markers
• Dry erase boards, cork boards, and lots of stickies
• Ideas represented by colors, symbols, and shapes
• Oversize calendars with important dates circled

A combination of both
• A map or mind map that’s broken down into smaller steps
• Aspects of the neat and the messy, tidy and big mixed together
• Systems that blend your creative mind and your planning mind

Reflect and listen
Do any of these three descriptions sound like you - or how you’d like to be? Have 
you attempted some of these, but feel disappointed with either the lack of clarity or 
results?

If  your projects feel haphazard at best or remain incomplete for long periods of  
time, ask yourself: What do I need that would help me love staying on track? Listen 
deeply and you’ll be surprised by the ideas that come to you.
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Forcing, pushing, and other ways to ruin a perfectly 
good project

Have you ever had one of those “I just have to push through this” kind of projects? 
Maybe it’s your quarterly taxes, or a holiday is coming and you just have to get the 
dining  room  table  cleared,  or  your  newsletter  is  way  overdue.  Something  has 
reached the breaking point.

If  you felt motivated about this project, that would be great. You could use that 
momentum to fuel  yourself.  But,  unfortunately,  the project I’m talking about is 
something you’ve been dreading.  Something that’s  tedious and loathsome.  This 
project will take a lot of effort and you don’t feel like doing it. Can you feel it? Got 
something in mind?

The usual strategy is to push
I’m not a mom, but I know enough people who’ve given birth to know that there’s 
only one time in that whole process that it’s helpful to push - and that’s at the end. 
If pushing starts too soon it doesn’t just complicate matters, it also wastes precious 
energy needed later. That baby won’t join the world until it’s good and ready. It's the 
same way with projects.

With  a  dreaded  project,  lots  of  people  start  pushing  at  the  very  beginning. 
Sometimes this works initially, but it leaves you exhausted long before you reach the 
finish line. In fact, one of my intrepid researching clients found a study that shows 
that exerting  willpower actually  lowers  your blood  sugar.  So,  pushing  isn’t  just 
emotionally and mentally draining, it affects your metabolism too.

Take tax prep, for example
Every few months, I become vaguely aware that the quarterly tax for self-employed 
folks is due. I spend a lot of energy avoiding thinking about it and telling myself  
that I’ll get to it. Interestingly, I use up energy just to push away the project. When 
the time comes to do it, it would be a prime opportunity for me to push through and 
do a lot of inner damage.

In the past, I would have stayed up late, gotten overwhelmed, and berated myself  
for waiting so long. I would have pushed through with insufficient sleep, tearful 
outbursts, and days of recovery time. Now I have more effective strategies (which I’ll 
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share with you in a moment),  but this is one 
example of how pushing doesn’t really work.

Mean self-talk makes everything 
worse

The biggest problem with pushing is that when 
your energy for a project starts to flag and you 
become fatigued, you switch gears into a kind 
of  self-loathing,  “pull  yourself  up  by  your 
bootstraps” talk. It’s an insidious inner dialog 
that includes nasty jabs at your own value.  A 
few of  mine include “What the hell  is wrong 
with you?” and “You idiot! Why did you wait so 
long?” (and those are on a nice day). I suppose 
some people’s  inner dialog  is  directed  at the 
complexity  of  IRS  forms  and  the  agency  in 
general, but my mean-talk is usually directed at 
me. You too?

Here’s the thing:  the mean self-talk is intended to motivate us.  No matter how 
miserable we feel about these inner exclamations, they’re misguided attempts to 
prod  us into action when we’re tired.  But now,  instead  of  having  a loathsome, 
tedious, dreaded project-you also feel like crap. Yuck.

Alternatives to pushing through

Make space
Back to the baby analogy for a moment - what’s the one thing everyone learns to do 
in preparation for birth? Breathing. When it comes to projects, you can do literal  
breathing to get calm. You can also give yourself breathing room by taking a short 
break, physically leaving the space you’re in, getting outside, taking a shower. You 
can do any number of things that will help you get out of the spin and feeling more 
grounded again.
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Speak kindly
How would  you talk  to  your best  friend  if  she were in  the same spot  as  you, 
struggling with a project? Being the kind of person you are, you’d offer support and 
solace and commiseration. Chances are pretty good that you’d offer encouragement.
What would it be like to do that for yourself? One thing you can try is pausing to 
notice the steps  you’ve already taken.  Say them out loud  or in  your head.  Say 
encouraging things. Try being your own best friend and supporting yourself when 
the chips are down.

Explore small steps forward
One of the things that makes big projects harder is their complexity. So it can help 
to take a moment and jot down the next 3-6 steps in your project. Baby steps. For 
my taxes example,  I first need to get a summary of  the last 3 months’ earnings. 
Secondly,  I  can  then  divide  that  number  by  33%.  Thirdly,  I  can  get  out  the 
checkbook and an envelope. When I write out these steps, I start feeling calmer. My 
brain engages. It begins to seem possible that I can complete this by Thursday.

Ask for help
When you’re struggling  and isolated, this sometimes compounds the difficulty of 
doing something big. It helps to share your struggles with someone you trust to be 
supportive. To participate in a class that focuses on your project, like decluttering 
your  office.  To  find  a  buddy  who  struggles  with  the  same  project  and  work 
encouragingly side-by-side. Just because you got here alone doesn’t mean it has to 
stay that way.

In short, you’re worth it
Applying these alternatives takes time, but it’s worth it because they can decrease 
the amount of stress you feel when working on a big project. Over time, you feel less 
dread and more confidence in doing things that seem hard. Best of  all, bringing 
kindness to challenging projects leaves you with extra energy to spend on yourself,  
fun activities, and with those you love!
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Do your projects masquerade as tasks?
The distinction between a task and a project 
was  a  revelation  for  me  years  ago.  When  I 
added a project to my to-do list,  I  felt really 
frustrated that even though I had worked on it 
for  a  good  while,  but  couldn’t  get  a  “check 
mark” because it wasn’t done. Taxes are a good 
example.  Write “do your taxes” on your to-do 
list and just wait-it’ll be on there forever.

One of  the ideas I  share is that a  task takes 
about 15  minutes to complete.  If  it takes any 
longer than that, it’s really a  project. Projects 
are a collection of tasks.

The reason why it’s so hard to have a project on 
your to-do list is that it’s too big. What it really 
needs  is  to  be  broken  up  into  smaller  tasks 
before you begin. Even if  you just write down 
the next three to five tasks, you have action steps you can follow. Your brain can 
wrap itself around the idea of a few tasks, but it boggles at whole projects.

Removing the mask - practical ideas for your projects
One of the women who attended a talk I gave about projects followed up with a 
question by email:

I usually think something is just a task and will only take a short time and lo  
and behold it is really a project! Like cleaning my quilting space…I thought,  
“Oh I can get this done in a day” - and 8 days later it was done! What is your  
method for figuring this out? Any ideas are appreciated.

Get it on paper 
I’m a big fan of writing things down-it’s visual, it’s kinesthetic, and (if you talk to 
yourself) it’s also auditory. Your brain revels in having all of these sources of input 
seeing, touching, and hearing your ideas.
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So I suggest grabbing a pen you like and blank sheet of paper. Write the name of the 
project (or suspected project) at the top and underline it. Then, underneath, do a 3-
minute brainstorm listing all of the steps you’d take to accomplish the project. 

Cleaning My Quilting Space

• Find the scissors and tape measure
• Go through the box of fat quarters
• Put cutting mat back
• Put quilting frame away
• Research containers for projects in process
• Pick up dropped pins

With this hypothetical brainstorm list, you’d review it looking for things that would 
take more or less than 20 minutes.

Differentiating projects and tasks in a visual way
To aid yourself visually, you could put a T next to tasks (less than 15 minutes) and a 
P next to projects (more than 15 minutes). “Researching containers” would likely 
take longer than 15 minutes.  “Going through the box of  fat quarters” might also 
(what fun!). 

When you notice which of these items are actually projects, you can either ignore 
them for now and just work on the tasks for the main project (clearing the quilting 
space) or take a new sheet of paper and list the tasks for the projects you discover on 
your list.

How to make it inspiring
My favorite part is that as I work through the list of tasks, I get credit for all the 
small things, not just the finished product. This encourages me along the way. I also 
delight in adding unexpected small steps to the list as I do them, which just gives 
more evidence of my progress!

The  more  you  do  this  process  (or  any  variation  on  it),  the  better  you  get  at 
recognizing  projects.  You  get  better  at  guessing  how  long  a  task  will  take  to 
complete. Within a couple of months, you become the Master/Mistress of Projects 
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and they no longer surprise you. It’s pretty awesome to feel some control over the 
things you take on!

Making peace with your systems
When you think about it, the basic functions of your home office come down to the 
tools you use in it. For example:

• computer
• phone
• wall calendar and to-do book
• graduated  file  stand  (holds  current  bills,  passwords,  client  files  and 

notepads)
• jar of pens and scissors
• cameras
• basket for paid bills and receipts

Those few items are the essential tools for several systems:

• time management
• money management
• client support
• project management
• marketing plan
• creative genius

Two approaches to managing your systems
There are two types of mindsets when it comes to home office systems. One is the 
technophile: they do everything on their phone or tablet, no matter where they 
are.
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The other is low-tech, high-touch: they have a 
collection  of  important  tools  and  resourced 
that they move around from the office to living 
room to the porch, depending on what setting 
feels best that day. It works!

For  the  rest  of  us,  it’s  as  simple  (and  time 
consuming)  as  figuring  out:  which  are  your 
most essential tools - and locating them within 
arm’s  reach.  Putting  your  laptop  front  and 
center,  for  example,  along  with  your  current 
projects and your to-do list. Creating this could 
mean  ousting  less-useful  items  so  that  the 
important  ones  have  enough  room  on  your 
workspace.

Even if you never intend to work anywhere but 
your  desk,  having  streamlined  systems  and 
tools  means  you’ll  spend  less  time  searching  in  vain  and  more  time  creating. 
Imagine the focus and flow you’d feel!

Organize your money systems from the inside out
Sit with this idea for a minute: That green (or blue or pink or silver) stuff we crave? 
It’s nothing. I know this defies everything you’ve been taught about money. I know 
you’ll want to argue this, but bear with me.

Money is a placeholder
When I give you something, the money you give me holds the place of the item’s 
value. The item has value, not the money. Or if you provide me with a service, the 
money I give you is a placeholder for the of the value of your time. The service and 
your time have value,  not the money.  Money just holds the value’s place,  like a 
bookmark in the tome of the world’s activity.
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By itself, money isn’t anything more than a piece of colorful cloth.

Why we want more colorful cloth
A certain amount of freedom comes from being able to exchange this placeholder 
for the things we want.

Although everyone thinks they want more cash, dinero, moola, that’s not the heart 
of it. We don’t really want money.

Really. What we want are more choices, options, and freedom.

We see what the rich have and think, “I want their money.” But it’s a lie. What we 
want is their freedom. We want the seemingly limitless options they have.

Dispelling scarcity
What I see as the most toxic belief to generating income is that there isn’t enough to 
go around. The belief in scarcity. Realistically, there is a finite number of dollars and 
euros in the world. But of the available pieces of colored fabric in the world, do you 
think trying a new strategy in your work could give you access to more of them? Of 
course. Absolutely.

So to dispel scarcity, it’s time to stop seeing money as a thing you covet, in and of 
itself  and  to  start  seeing  that  pretty  cloth  or shiny  coin  as  a  symbol  for work 
performed and products acquired.

There is plenty to go around.

The outer path: Prevent leaks
As a professional organizer to cluttered creatives, my heart cringes when I think 
about the myriad tiny ways you can unintentionally limit your income - and thus 
your choices.

Typical leaks:

• Charging too much or too little for your time, services, or products
• Not collecting money in a clear or timely manner
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• Believing that you should charge less than your competition because you 
are/are not ______ (new, a college graduate, just starting out, etc.)

• Basing your own purchasing decisions on the lowest price, rather than total 
value

• Forgetting to follow up about money owed to you 

Many people are careless with money because 
they  don’t  recognize  the  value  of  their 
individual  gifts  and  the  impact  their  work 
makes in the world.

If you truly recognized the impact of your gifts 
and  contribution,  you  would  see  to  it  that 
others  benefit  from your  gifts,  and  that  you 
receive  compensation  for  your  contribution. 
You would plug all the tiny leaks that prevent 
your  gifts  from  being  given  and  you  from 
receiving your placeholder in return.

When  your  systems  are  leaky,  they  diminish 
both the cash flowing into your life and your 
contribution  to  the  world.  These  oversights 
decrease your impact,  how much money you 
make, and ultimately your access to the choices 
you seek.

It all comes down to systems
To prevent leakage of your precious resources, look closely at:

• What you charge for your services, your work, your time, your products
• How you collect money for your work
• Which  habits  or  unconscious  beliefs  prevent  you  from  receiving  fair 

compensation
• Where you resist giving others fair compensation

The better your systems are, the less friction is caused in each transaction. And the 
less friction, the more easily you and others can share your gifts while receiving fair 
compensation for the work and services you provide.
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The inner path: consciously redefining wealth
This is the point that so many money-making strategists ignore: The goal isn’t to 
earn more money, it’s to create more freedom and spaciousness in our lives.

And money is just one of many, many ways to get there.

The Western world is just starting to remember that money is only one of  many 
roads to freedom. The “material  girl”  syndrome of  the 80 s is starting to sound′  
hollow. Homemade clothing is trendy instead of shameful. Sales of home canning 
supplies are at an all  time high. And we’re starting to insist that big companies 
source its products without endangering workers or the planet.

Money is starting to shift from being The Priority to a priority among others, like 
quality  of  life,  meaningful  relationships,  spiritual  development,  and  global 
consciousness. These provide us with a wholly different type of freedom and wealth 
which may be even more satisfying in the long term.

To see what I mean, pause and reflect on how much freedom you have in your life. 
How many choices  you have that are independent of  your income.  How many 
options do you have in this very moment that don’t cost anything? Isn’t it amazing 
when you stop to think?

It’s time to open up to the freedom you have right now - to choose love. To open up 
with gratitude for this already abundant life.

And so
I want you to know that you don’t deserve more or less money. It’s never been about 
deserving. Today is the day you decide how much choice you want in your life. How 
much freedom do you really want?

And then act by releasing scarcity, tightening your money systems, and opening 
with gratitude to the wealth that is already present in your life.
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Chapter 7: Space Management

Home office vs. Sacred Space
If  you think about it,  the work that you bring to the world has the capacity to 
change lives. So, consider this: if you had a space that nourished you, that you loved 
being in, and that reminded you of who you really are at your core, how would your 
work change or grow?

The vision that I hold for you is that you have a space that feels like holy ground - 
that encourages your self-expression, that helps you focus, that reminds you of the 
gift you are. It's more than a place to stash your stuff. When you create a sacred 
space to work in, it aligns with and inspires you to bring your unique gifts to the 
world. 

In truth,  there is no one else on the earth who has the unique combination of 
talents and strengths that you do. The world needs you. Wouldn't it be a change to 
do your work from a place of nourished and purposeful inspiration? This chapter 
offers both practical and spiritual ideas that will inspire you to clear and create a 
sacred space that is in service to the dreams you have for your life.

Why you need your own space 
Somewhere along the way many of  us learned that giving others the space they 
needed was how to get along. You did it with a generous intention; you let others 
take the space they needed,  then you set up a  little corner in your home and 
squeezed yourself in.

Except you're discovering in fits and starts that this smallness of spirit isn't working. 
Maybe it’s in a public area so you have to stuff it all into boxes when guests come. 
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Maybe you’ve noticed that, over time, your space has gotten smaller as it fills with 
things in it that aren’t yours, that you don’t want, and that no one else wants either.

Eventually, you have no space of your own at all. And this might not be a big deal  
except you need that space to do the things that nourish you, inspire you, and help 
you bring your gifts to the world.

The costs of making do
My own life and my clients’ lives have shown that having inadequate space (or no 
space at all) has a significant impact on your spirit, your focus, your sense of well-
being, and your ability to connect with people and projects that are life-giving. You 
may downplay it and say that it’s not a big deal. It is.

Without a functional hub, you will struggle to 
keep up with your physical  materials,  papers, 
and flotsam. Since you can’t find things,  you 
turn  to  your  memory  to  retain  important 
details  and  deadlines.  While  you  may  have 
some  success  at  this,  your  brain  has  limits. 
Things start slipping through the cracks.  You 
forget  important  events  and  tasks.  You  feel 
overwhelmed. Others notice.

When  it  gets  to  this  stage,  you  might  think 
you’re  a  failure  and  that  it’s  your  own fault. 
Allow me to reassure you: you’re  not  a failure 
and it isn’t your fault.

Why you need your own space
Every  creative  person  needs  a  space  of  their 
own in order to thrive.  Having a space of  your own allows you to focus,  dream, 
concentrate, plan, create, follow through, follow-up, store, remember, reclaim. This 
space can allow you to feel nourished, inspired, supported, energized, and calmed. 
It helps you to set down deep roots and cultivate the courage you need to bring your 
creative work, whatever that is, to the world, to the people and places and creatures 
that need it most.
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Making  a  case  for  a  space  of  your  own  might  sound  selfish,  superficial  or 
materialistic. There are some people in the world, even in our own communities, 
who don’t even have a place to sleep at night. But think about it. If you had a space 
of your own, what could you accomplish? How else can we assist those people who 
suffer from having no place to rest if  we, who can afford such a luxury, refuse to 
create an environment that allows us to help them? Or encourage those who do?

Setting up a space for you is your gift to others
If you’ve been accustomed to fitting into some dark corner and making do, think 
about how much of  a contribution you could offer if  you felt supported by your 
environment.  Think about how competent and resourceful  you’d feel.  It may be 
jarring to some of your established relationships when you decide to claim a space 
for yourself.  You might also be pleasantly surprised  at how little resistance you 
receive.

A space of your own has some basic criteria:
• A place to store resources and information 
• A place where you can concentrate 
• A place where you are physically comfortable

An ideal space has the following additional qualities:
• A desk that’s wide enough that you can spread out and still have clear space 

left over
• At least one seat that’s comfortable to sit in for 6-8 hours
• Adequate, non-glare lighting
• A door that closes
• An environment that contributes to your well-being and nourishment

You have a choice
While you’ve been making do, you’ve unintentionally sent a message to your spirit 
that you don’t deserve better, that it’s okay for you to come last, that your work isn’t 
important  enough.  You  can  certainly  choose  to  continue  making  do  for  the 
foreseeable future.

You can also choose to begin the slow evolution of  becoming someone who sees 
herself as an equal to others - enough to claim a chunk of turf. It’s not just an office.  
Creating that space can be a catalyst for stepping into your life’s calling and being of  
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service to fellow travelers of  planet earth. Where there’s space to plan, there’s an 
opportunity to achieve your dreams.

The difference between functional and perfect
A few years after Martha Stewart became a star, she could be seen on television in 
her  immaculate  maison,  wrapping  perfect  presents  with  satin  ribbon  and 
decorating sugar cookies with all the flair of Degas.

I don’t know how the family joke got started, but my mom took to referring to the 
Connecticut queen as “Martha F.  Stewart.”  Not to offend,  but you can probably 
guess what the middle initial stood for.

Credit is due to Ms. Stewart for helping America reconnect with its neglected home 
life and discover that we could feather our nests and curl up into them. However, 
her inimitable style upped the ante for America’s working moms, in particular, and 
brought on a good case of resentment and guilt.

I think that was what my mom was getting at.

Is Martha in your office?
I was talking with a client the other day who’s been slowly but steadily reclaiming 
her  workspace  from  clutter.  But  when  she  mentioned  that  a  small  pile  had 
developed on her desk, I could hear her voice get smaller and her energy shrank.

When I probed, she realized that her expectation of a functioning office was that it 
had to have nothing, nothing in it. Gleaming, ready for the photo shoot. Martha F. 
Stewart.

Nothing could be further from the truth
The fact is, your office has to work for you, not the other way around. Your office is 
the place where you work - and work, by nature, is messy.
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If  you are in the middle of  a project, it’s only natural that you have on hand the 
supplies you need to complete it. It might look like a mess, but that’s okay.

Something more like reality
I've always liked Erma Bombeck.  If  you haven’t read any of  her books,  I  highly 
recommend that you pick one up.  Any of  them.  She used  her wicked sense of 
humor to make poignant observations about motherhood, marriage, lost socks, and 
life in general.

Her philosophy, or so it seems to me, is that life is full and messy and you’d better 
find the funny in it so you can make it through. She made a point not to sweat the 
small stuff.

She’s  my  kinda  gal  because  her  attitude  parallels  my  own  approach  to  office 
organization and design. If  your space is functioning for you and your business, 
great. You can always tweak what isn’t working, but don’t chase after perfection. It 
will just make you tired.

Instead,  find the love in your work,  the fun in it,  and make sure your space is 
functional enough to do it well. There’s time enough for Martha F. later.

Ideas for quelling perfectionism

Inspiration
You probably surround yourself  with talismans and images without stopping to 
notice them very often. Look around your office and locate things that are beautiful 
and inspiring to you.

Take a moment to really soak in the energy and inspiration that they bring you.

Significance
Find something in your space that anyone else might think ugly or messy, but is 
significant to you.
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Maybe you have a  project going  that  is  your 
Next  Big  Thing.  Congratulate  yourself  on 
having the vision to bring it to fruition (even if 
you haven’t touched it in a while).

Or, if  you have some object or collection that 
reminds you of a special person or event in your 
life,  pause to reconnect with that meaningful 
memory. These are the deep roots that give us 
courage to fly.

Gratitude
Your workspace is a sacred container for your 
creative work. Take a deep, cleansing breath - 
and thank your office for supporting you.

Soak in the significance of having the space and 
tools together so that your business may thrive and help others.

By  noticing  the  beauty  and  purpose  of  your  office  and  its  contents,  you  are 
nourishing and giving yourself the strength to carry on. In turn, what beautiful gifts 
you can then to give the world.

Why you shouldn’t organize
I believe that you have a gift. When your workspace isn’t working, it blocks the flow 
of your gift getting out into the world. It can actually prevent your unique offerings 
from getting to the people who need them most.

If you’ve been focusing on trying to “fix” your office’s problems (piles or clutter or 
whatever), it’s okay to stop.
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That means don’t get organized
You don’t have to get organized just for the sake of organizing. Don’t force yourself 
to live up to an unrealistic, uninspiring standard. That’s a dead end that will just 
deplete you.

A favorite author of mine, Robert Fritz, says that if you begin with the end in mind, 
you can’t help but create the results you want. In other words, by starting with a big, 
juicy vision of how your work can change the world, it will allow you to see with 
great clarity the very things your office needs to support your work.

Then, you can take it to the practical level of removing clutter or setting up filing 
systems, for example, but the difference is that you’re making changes that align 
with your vision.

That’s a whole different ball game from just “getting organized”, don’t you think?

Why it matters
It all comes down to this: the world needs your gifts. It needs them more than you 
know.

In order to bring your gifts to those who need them, your business needs support 
and your office is a fabulous place to start.

Notice if you guilt/criticize yourself about your clutter/piles/office
If you do, try stopping. Really. I’m extending to you gentle permission to accept your 
workspace exactly as it is. Take a deep breath. It’s okay. It’s perfect. You're perfect.

See your space for what it is: precious, holy ground that can deeply nurture your 
business.

Connect with your passion
Reflect for a moment on what kind of impact you want your business to have in the 
world.

Take an action (no matter how small)
As you keep this global impact in your heart, ask yourself if there’s something you 
can do in your workspace that would help spread your message to the world more 
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effectively.  Is  it  more regular connections  with  your contacts?  A  clearer billing 
system? An easier way to find the information you need?

Connecting your vision with this practical step will make it easier to complete and 
more fulfilling when it’s done.

Is comparison messing up your office?
Your best friend has a perfect office, neat as a pin.

You notice the display at Office Big Box has furniture that look so organized and 
tidy.

You drool over the latest office feature in Martha’s magazine that looks so adorably 
perky.

The green-eyed monster has moved into your office and has taken over whatever 
semblance of confidence you may have had.

How’d that happen?
It’s natural to look around you for solutions - especially if you’re stuck or dissatisfied 
with something in your life. And while searching for ideas and inspiration is great, 
it’s downright depressing to look at how others do it and compare theirs to yours.

“That’s so expensive, I don’t have that kind of money to spend.”
“That looks impossibly neat, I couldn't keep my office as clean as she does.”
“My office isn’t that big, I don’t have anywhere to put anything!”
“I’ve got so much paper and stuff, I could never get my office to look like that.”

Do these comments sound depressingly familiar?

Or, worst of all, there’s:

Thank God no one sees my office.
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Comparison, unveiled
When you compare, you see differences. And they can keep you stuck. Comparison 
can make you feel  badly about how your office looks,  your self  worth,  and even 
doubt  whether  you’re  an  effective  professional.  Comparison  can  become  a 
downward spiral of self-doubt and self-loathing.

If you feel some of those terrible feelings about yourself  or your office, you’re not 
alone.

The answers aren’t out there - they’re in here
If you’re struggling to put order and beauty in your workspace, I want to let you in 
on a secret: the key is inside you.

You can spend hours on Pinterest or look at dozens of websites for ideas, but all that 
information will not change how your office looks or feels. I’ll bet you already know 
that.

If  you’re looking outside of yourself  for answers, you’re missing out on a valuable 
resource: your own wisdom.

Self-defining vs. comparison
All  those  people  you  were  comparing  yourself  to?  They  all  had  something  in 
common:

• Your best buddy knew what she wanted.
• The Office Big Box furniture designers knew what they wanted.
• Martha Stewart - she knew what she wanted (doesn’t she always?).

It’s not like they all had some magic formula that you can’t access. Each of them had 
a vision - and then they created it in real life.

Find your vision
To banish the green-eyed monster and gain back your workspace mojo, here are 
three practical steps to take:
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Ask yourself what you want
What is it you need to work peacefully in your office? No matter how far from it you 
may feel, write it down or draw a picture of it - and describe it in as much detail as 
possible.

The purpose of doing this is to forge a clear idea of what your perfect office is like. 
When you see ideas in magazines, they become tools rather than deterrents to your 
progress.

Figure out what your parameters are
What’s your budget, space needs, storage needs, etc. This puts your vision into real-
life perspective.

Start taking small steps toward your vision
Once you’re clear, the best thing to do is take action. Sitting on your hands will just 
make you  frustrated.  What’s  one  small  thing  you  can  accomplish  toward  your 
vision? What’s a tiny thing you can do today?

The important thing is to focus on small steps, because they add up. And they’re so 
much more compassionate.

Creating a home office that supports you
People often tell me that they feel constricted in their office. Squeezed. It’s a place 
that’s cluttered and provokes anxiety when they try to spend time there.

Surrounded by things to do and things neglected, it can be so hard to concentrate 
on the stuff  that really matters. And, in these challenging economic times, there 
really is no better time to take your office relationship seriously.
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Office relationship?
Yup. Just like a friend,  your office needs your 
attention. It has one job to do: support you.

And with your help, your office can be a place 
that  you  love.  A  place  that  encourages  your 
creativity.  A  resource  that  helps  grow  your 
business and helps it thrive.

Alternatives to ignoring your space 
Do you find that when your office feels out of 
control it’s hard to know where to start working 
on it? Me too. It’s all  so overwhelming. It’s so 
much  easier  to  ignore  all  that  stuff,  shove 
things out of the way.

Easier, that is, in the short term.

If you want to pay attention to your office space, the first thing you need to do is set 
aside the time. It doesn’t have to be a lot. Making an appointment with your office 
on the calendar is a great way to get things going in the right direction.

Preventing the 8-headed hydra
Clearing  a  space,  any  space,  can  become an  out-of-control  project,  as  you  get 
distracted running down various rabbit trails. Because of this, it’s key to make an 
effort to end when you say you will.

Once you make that appointment, stick to it – but go no longer.

Can you imagine if someone asked for 15 minutes of your time and then took up 
half your day? I don’t know about you, but I’d be kinda ticked off.

It’s the same thing when you work on your space. If you say 15 minutes, don’t force 
yourself to do it for a half day or you’ll harm your relationship with your space. Keep 
a timer handy or a reminder of when it’s time to stop.
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If  you stop when you say you will,  it’s  a profound way to care for yourself.  It’s 
respectful to you. You’re more likely to feel good.

Respect your time
I usually recommend that if you’re clearing out a space, a pile, a closet, that you pick 
up a single object and decide what to do with it before moving on to the next.

This approach works well for people who get overwhelmed by the immensity of the 
project. Bite-sized bits.

You’ll be surprised how much you can clear in a short amount of time. And it makes 
a huge difference in how you feel in your space.

Why it matters
When I’m scattered, I lose things that affect my livelihood: receipts, checks, bills, 
potential new clients - you know, important stuff like that. Maybe you do, too.

Caring for your office can be fun - and it can really give your business the stability it 
needs.

Taking action
So, here’s my challenge to you:  Ask your Wise Self:  “What is the one area in my 
workspace that,  if  I  addressed it this month, I’d feel  a lot more solid about my 
business or creative endeavors?

Notice what ideas come up for you. And write them down somewhere you'll see and 
remember them. Even better, you can get out your calendar and decide the best 
times to work on this area.

And see if this investment of time helps heal your relationship with your space and 
your spirit.
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Clearing negative energy from your space
Have you ever spent time away from your workspace because of something hard - a 
loss, an illness, or a big life change - and returned to it feeling immense dread? On a 
practical level, your space looks  the same as before, but on an energetic level, it’s 
become what a friend called “super-yucky land”.

Here’s where it comes from
The feelings you associate with the hard event get captured, anchored in your space. 
In your heart,  the hard thing and your space become the same thing: repellant, 
draining, and even depressing. Yuck. If you’re feeling this right now, I’m so sorry.

The good news?
There are lots of gentle, creative ways to cleanse negative energy from your office or 
studio. In fact, you can start enjoying your space today instead of dreading it.

Just take a look at these nine ideas for clearing bad juju

1. Play music
Eschew the headphones and instead drag out your old CD player or turn on 
Pandora. Choose tunes that mirror the energy you want to create in your space. 
Imagine that the sound waves of good energy are filling your space, crowding out 
the negative feelings.

2. Remove triggers
If there’s anything in your space that makes your heart race or stomach clench when 
you look at it, move it out. Don’t worry about where, just move it out to a place you 
don’t often use . I suggest this because negative triggers are such a huge emotional 
and energetic drain, you’ll feel lighter when you move them out of this sacred space. 
You can always bring them back later if you decide to - or get rid of them 
permanently.

3. Nudge anything heavy-feeling
For less triggery items, I suggest nudging. Feel resistant to your calendar? Hang it in 
a new place. File cabinet feel depressing? Bump it with your hip just far enough to 
shift the energy. Just moving an object a tiny bit helps create flow and gets energy 
unstuck.
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4. Remove dust
Participants in my classes are amazed at how refreshed their desk feels when they’ve 
wiped off the dust. In feng shui, practitioners believe that dust is dead energy. 
When you look at it that way, who wants their space coated with dead stuff? A few 
swipes with a damp cloth and you’ll feel lighter and free-er.

5. Sweep or vacuum
Depending on the type of flooring you have in your workspace, a broom or vacuum 
can remove all the dust you’ve cleared from other surfaces - along with dirt, dead 
bugs, hair and lots of other things that contribute to feelings of yuckiness. In this 
case, “sucking it up” is a great idea!

6. Clean windows
If you knew I'd recommend housework, you might not be reading, but bear with 
me. If you are blessed with windows in your space, clean them. The light they let in 
is beneficial because it has an even higher vibrational frequency than sound does 
(see idea #9). Sunlight also gives you physical energy and creates happiness-
inducing Vitamin D in your body. So cleaning the windows invites in more light, 
good energy, and healing to your space.

7. Add scent
Although synthetic fragrances tend to be too 
stimulating for me, I love natural ones. 
Essential oils, a bowl of oranges, or a cup of 
cinnamon tea can create a lovely, almost 
unconscious energy shift in a room. One 
morning I salvaged a winter rose and was 
delighted to discover its fragrance as it 
opened, enjoying how its scent brought me 
calm and happiness.

8. Use healing sounds
Every New Year, Inspired Spouse and I have 
an energy-clearing tradition. We clean up 
the Christmas decorations and then walk 
around the house with two silver angel bells. 
We ring them in every room and in every corner to chase away any bad energy that 
has accumulated during the year. Yes, it terrifies the cats, but the space feels clean, 
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crisp, and new afterward. You can also do this with chimes, gongs, or wind 
instruments to similar effect.

9. Do a ceremony
When I created my new home office, I enlisted the help of my friend, Deb Globus 
who is a star at creating rituals. Together we designed a ceremony that helped me 
close the old space and open to the new.

A  purification  ceremony  can  include  smudging  with  incense  or  sage  or  water 
sprinkling to symbolize the cleansing that is taking place. I love rituals that use the 
whole body, in addition to the heart and mind. It is especially powerful to set an 
intention for the newly-reclaimed space and imagine how you’ll use it in the future. 
This creates not just positive energy, but deeply intentional, sacred space.

One last point
When it comes to shifting the energy in your workspace, give yourself time to make 
progress and be gentle as you proceed.

Combining  any of  the suggestions  above can help you  reclaim your space and 
rediscover how healing it can be to have a room of your own. Imagine the creativity 
and enjoyment that await!

Creating healthy boundaries in your workspace
Have you ever had the experience of working on a project and experiencing flow - 
that satisfying moment of  focused concentration - and someone walks into your 
space and interrupts you? That someone could be your spouse, your kids, even the 
dog in a playful mood.

One of the challenges of working from home is the illusion that you’re available just 
because you’re there.
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Don’t get me wrong. I know you love the people and critters you live with. I know 
you’d do just about anything for them. If something urgent came up while you were 
hard at work, I’d wouldn't suggest neglecting them.

Why energetic space matters
Here’s the thing: Your creative work and/or business do not have a voice the same 
way your family does. It can’t ask questions or demand your attention. Unlike the 
people in your household, your business can’t clear its throat and say “Yooo hoooo!” 
In order to thrive, your creative work needs physical and energetic structures that 
you must create.

While physical structure comes from having a space and a desk where you can do 
your  work,  energetic  structures  are  more  subtle.  Energetic  structures  draw 
boundaries around how available you are, around who can enter and when. How 
much availability is good for you?

Start noticing
The first part of creating energetic boundaries is to start noticing the impact that 
others have on you while you’re working.

Because Inspired  Spouse usually works four days per week,  one of  her days off 
overlaps with one of my days on. I love having her around during the day! A while 
ago, I started noticing that staying on task was really hard when she popped her 
head in to ask me something. I noticed that getting back on task was even harder.

When your partner asks you if you need the oil changed or your child says “Mom?” 
for the nth time or you step in a pet mess - how does it affect you? How does it affect 
your work? Be honest with yourself. 

Figure out your intention
In  working  with  one of  my wonderful  clients,  together we discovered  that her 
deepest intention is to honor her life’s work. She wanted to really open up her heart 
and immerse herself in work she loves. I got the sense that she could truly relax and 
yield to her intuition. That’s an intention.

Creating an energetic boundary isn’t about limitations, its about deeply honoring 
what you intend to create through your work.

163



Consider this: If there were ground rules about when and how others could access 
you while you’re working,  how might that positively affect your business? More 
focus? Greater service to others? More satisfaction? Your response is your intention.

Define what you want
If  your primary relationship is anything like mine, you’ve bumped up against the 
issue of interruptions before. Maybe you haven’t said anything about it, but you’ve 
felt irked. Perhaps you’ve tried to bring it up and had a hard time advocating for 
what you need without sounding vague, accusatory, or whiny. It’s okay. I’ve done it 
too - and there’s a remedy.

To  define  what  you  want,  first  spend  some time thinking  about  the  energetic 
elements that would help you feel supported and focused. For example, you might 
want freedom from interruption, reduced noise, specific times of day when no one 
is allowed into your space. Define what you want.

Here are the ground rules Inspired Spouse and I have negotiated for times when 
we’re both home:

• We kiss goodbye and I “leave” for work, even if we’re both at home all day. 
(Intention: closure)

• I keep the door closed to communicate that I’m working. (Intention: keep 
out distracting sounds)

• Inspired Spouse knocks before entering my office. If I don’t answer, it means 
I’m  on  the  phone or  not  available,  so  she  won’t  come in  unless  it’s  an 
emergency. (Intention: productivity and service to my clients)

Did these all happen overnight? Nope. It was a process.

My intention? To get my work done enjoyably and still adore my spouse!

Then advocate for it
When I get clear about my needs and intentions, I am able to communicate them in 
an honest, respectful way.

One time, I shared the following with Inspired Spouse:
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“When you use our pokey internet to download large files during the day, it 
affects how well  I  can communicate with clients and use social  media to 
promote my business.  I  want to work effectively  and I  want you to have 
access to your files. Do you think we could negotiate how to support both of 
our wants?”

You’d have to ask Inspired Spouse whether I really said it that articulately, but the 
essence of the communication is these five things:

1. Share what you’ve noticed and the specific impact it has on you
2. Communicate your commitment to finding a win-win
3. Share your intention and what you want
4. Ask what their intention is and what they want
5. Ask to negotiate a solution

You can do this process both with adults and kids. As long as you’re honest, flexible, 
and willing to respectfully advocate for your work, this kind of negotiating is very 
effective.

Experiment
Whatever agreement you arrange, be sure to call it an experiment. By this I mean 
that you’re not issuing a 100-year moratorium on computer games or spontaneous 
conversation. You’re just trying something out together to see whether it works. Low 
pressure.

Agree to a date (say, two weeks) where you reassess how well  the experiment is 
going. You might talk about what you’ve noticed and what to adjust. Then you do 
another experiment and see how it goes.

You need energetic space for your work
For a lot of people, claiming space brings up guilt and discomfort. In case you need 
to hear it, I want to affirm that it is okay to request the physical space to do your 
important creative work and energetic space to use it fully. 

It is right for you to establish boundaries with others. I’m cheering for you to find 
the courage to advocate for yourself. Remember why you’re doing it - who benefits, 
directly or indirectly, from you doing the work you love? It isn’t selfish to ask for 
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energetic space because it allows so many people (including yourself) to warm up in 
the glow of the work you do.

Energetic space is good for you, your business, and those who love you.

The curse of “Okay, fine.”
Did you ever have one of those “Okay, fine. I’ll do it” moments? 

Someone wants something from you. You know 
that whatever is being asked is too much, but 
you say yes anyway? Yup. Me too.

“Okay, fine” is a way of  permitting something 
into  your  life,  into  your  calendar,  into  your 
mind. In the moment, it usually feels like you 
don’t have a choice. Your daughter didn’t work 
out a ride to dance class. Your spouse forgot to 
switch  the  laundry  from  the  washer  to  the 
dryer. Your client needs to meet with you at a 
time of day when you’re kinda groggy and not 
on your game. 

You don’t want to, but you do it anyway.

Psst! It’s sacred
Most people slip through this  moment without realizing  what’s  just happened. 
Believe it or not, it’s sacred. “Okay, Fine” is an opportunity to honor your boundaries 
in relationship to time and to commitments. It’s a sacred moment when you’re given 
the chance to act toward your highest good.

The goal isn’t to say no to everyone, the goal is to recognize that you have a choice in 
that moment. To wake up to the possibility that the world doesn’t need to rest on 
your shoulders alone. If you can recognize this opportunity to choose, you can begin 
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to develop your no muscle, your “Work it out yourself and get back to me” muscle, 
and your “I accept this request and will gladly do” it muscle. Powerful stuff!

Over  time,  requests  for  your  attention,  time  and  talent  can  fall  into  elegant 
categories.  No, thank you becomes a viable answer. It’s as if you develop your own 
inner stoplight, complete with green arrows, blinking yellows, and solid red. You 
develop your own boundaries. People trust you more. You trust yourself more too.

Playing with “Okay, Fine” in your workspace
When you have too many Okay, Fines on your to-do list, your life can feel pretty 
crazy. When you have lots of Okay, Fines on your desk, it can look pretty crazy. I’m 
sure this isn’t news to you.

It can be really helpful to look at the sources. For example, sometimes things end up 
on  your  desk  because  you  have  a  boundary  you’re  unconscious  of  or  haven’t 
enforced. For example, there’s cat litter on your keyboard again - and you suddenly 
realize this bothers you. Or someone interrupts you while you’re working -  and 
although you love them, you dislike their timing. Or you’ve gotten another one of 
those catalogs for the nth time - and realize you don’t want to keep shoving them 
around.

Remember that you have a choice.

Because you do. And that's a sacred, precious thing.

Watching for the sneaky stuff that skips “Okay, Fine” entirely
Lots of stuff sneaks into our spaces before we even get to Okay, Fine it. It slips under 
the radar without our say-so.

Email,  for  example.  Messages  and  invitations  on  Facebook.  Free  bonuses.  Jury 
summonses.

It’s sneaky stuff. For all intents and purposes, it looks like stuff  you have to do. It 
piles up or comes unbidden and the assumption is that you have to do it all. Use it 
all. But you don’t, because you have a choice.
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It might seem selfish to consider your needs first, but it’s not. In fact, by doing this, 
you’re modeling for others how to care for themselves and empowering them. It’s a 
double sacred gift: you grow more grounded and so do the people around you.

Turning off the hose
When you’re not sure how to choose or your boundaries are unconscious, it’s like a 
garden hose with no nozzle for regulating the flow.  That sneaky stuff  leaks (or 
sprays!) into your space without your consent.

Let’s say that you wanted to practice exercising this choice. One of the best tools in 
the Inspired Home Office lineup is  The Wish Kit for helping you determine what 
you want in your workspace. This powerful tool helps you practice choosing and 
focusing on what you want (rather than what you don’t want). You begin to move 
forward quickly.

So start by thinking about what you want in your space - physically, energetically, 
emotionally,  practically,  and  in  terms  of  your  boundaries.  It  could  look  like 
anything!

Creating mindful boundaries
Once you have some clarity about what you want, you can set up some structures 
that honor your boundaries in your space. Here 
are a few ideas:

• Placing  a  beautiful  cloth  over  your 
monitor at the end of the day

• Having a door that closes
• Wearing noise-canceling headphones
• Asking  for  what  you  need  (not  be 

interrupted, bandwidth use)
• Proactively  removing  irritants  - 

unsubscribing  to  newsletters,  people 
who irritate you on Facebook or Twitter, 
etc.

• Setting up email filters
• Setting up work hours and play hours
• Putting “buffer time” or transition time 

between activities
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• Scheduling vacation time (even if you stay home)
• Culling out resources you no longer use that take up space
• Relocate the cat boxes to another room

These actions turn off the hose of frustration, resentment, and overwhelm. What 
boundaries would you like to establish in your own environment?

No matter where you start, know that establishing healthy boundaries, “letting your 
yes mean yes, and your no mean no” is a process. It takes time. Bring gentleness and 
curiosity to your process and you’ll see results in no time.

Bringing the sacred into your space
Although it can sometimes become dusty and neglected, many home offices have 
sacred corners or little altars that remind of who we are, of our place in the world,  
and provide us with a glimmer of transcendence in the midst of our harried lives.

My home office altar of inspiration

Lovingly chosen objects displayed together
In my sacred space there are just a few things on a bookshelf  -  a painting my 
grandmother did, a finger labyrinth I made with some cherished friends, and a sign 
I made that reminds me of Who’s In Charge. I add objects periodically, significant 
ones that remind me of people I love and cherished moments and places.

Big, fat collages all over
I make a collage for each of the 9 areas of life - about every year - and I hang them 
all over my office. I love them. They’re beautiful to look at, inspirational, and they 
turn my whole office into sacred space.

All office, all the time
A while ago,  I  decided that I  didn’t want my clothes to live in my office closet 
anymore and moved them out. Now everything in my office relates to my business. 
This helps me feel more focused and my office is less sloppy.
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Bring intention to the sacred in your space
Notice what objects and images do you have in your space that nurture and inspire 
you. They may be gifts, reminders of significant moments, or touchstones for who 
you want to become.

If  you want to powerfully shift the energy in your workspace, spend a little time 
bringing your sacred space up to date and reflecting what's alive on your journey 
today. The change can be subtle, but worth the effort.

Beauty isn’t just for the rich and famous
If  you want a workspace that inspires you, beauty is of  tremendous creative and 
energetic value.

When  I  first  set  up my home office,  it  was  in  a  room that  had  an  irritating, 
patterned wallpaper with blue-on-blue clusters of roses staggering up the wall in 
diagonal lines. The paper was hung so the rose bunch patterns don’t line up at the 
edges. When we first looked at the house I said, “That’s got to go.”

Chances are good that you have something like this in your house. A bad view, dark 
paneling, odd colors. Whatever it is, after a while it becomes invisible. Sort of.

Making do
We all have improvement projects that don’t get done - me included. It took years 
before I finally stripped the walls and painted. Whatever yours is, after a while it 
becomes invisible, though it affects you subtly.

What helped me tolerate the crazy rose wallpaper: I have a lot of beauty around me.

Outside my window is  a garden view.  On the walls  I’ve displayed inspirational 
collages that mean a lot to me and evoke good feelings when I look at them. There’s 
a lot of natural light. 

The beauty I’ve created in my space balanced out the wallpaper. That’s the secret.
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Clutter’s not always The Problem
I’ve done many 1-on-1 sessions with people who want to deal with clutter once and 
for all  during  their session.  Instead,  they end  up excited  to  create beauty and 
inspiration around them. They find that even if clutter remains, the space they work 
in becomes more pleasant and enjoyable to work in.

Beauty might sound superficial. I used to think so myself. But when there’s beauty 
in your space, it balances out chaos and clutter. Beauty feeds the spirit and creates a 
container that nourishes your heart.

It’s in your budget
Most people resist creating beauty in their space because they assume it’s expensive. 
We assume it must look like a designer did it and is ready for the cover of House 
Beautiful. If you believe this, think again.
Beauty is by your definition alone. You are your own authority on what is beautiful 
to you. Not Martha F. Not your mother in law. Not Pottery Barn. Beauty is defined 
by what you love.

• Love pink? Buy a gallon of paint for under $20.
• Love flowers? Cut some from the yard.
• Want inspiration? Post images you love on your walls or collect 

magazines and make inspiring 
collages.

Beauty  doesn’t  need  to  be  complicated  or 
expensive - it’s there to nourish you and help 
you feel inspired.

You matter
As I’ve said time and again,  you matter.  Your 
work  matters.  When you create a  space that 
nourishes you, your creativity and productivity 
flow.  You have more fun.  You like going into 
your space to work.

If  you’re  still  not  convinced  that  beauty 
matters,  remember  that  having  a  space  that 
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nourishes you (with its beauty and inspiration), gives you the energetic resources 
you need to reach the people (and organizations, animals, and planet) that need 
you most.

Beauty is fuel
If time were no object, think for a moment about one thing you would do to bring  
beauty into your space. It could be as simple as adding a cool, shimmering glass of 
water or as complex as ripping down all the wallpaper.

A new desk can help your business grow
For the first two years as a start-up, Inspired Home Office and I used a desk that was 
fine. It was a scratched-up, yard-sale desk I bought it when all I had was $30 in cash 
in my pocket. I needed something, anything with drawers for my start-up. 

It worked just fine for those two years, but eventually something started feeling not 
right about it anymore. 

I have a theory that as you grow and your business matures, your space grows along 
with it. So the next desk I chose cost a hundred dollars and I put it together myself:  
two IKEA legs, a 2-drawer file cabinet and a closet door I bought at the Habitat 
ReStore. It was big. It was the right color. 

For a while, it worked fine, But again, it eventually started feeling cobbled together. 
Just like my business felt two years previous.

Encountering resistance to making positive change
After the two start-up desks, Inspired Home Office was finally ready for her first 
pair of heels, her first work suit. 

But my money-conscious, fearful side said, “But what if we can’t afford it?” What if  
what you really need is too expensive?” This voice shows up because it wants me to 
be cautious. It wants me to not stretch too much into unknown territory. 
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If I get too-good a desk, that might mean that the business will get too mature for 
me to handle. Scary. This voice wants me to be safe.

Go toward what you want
And yet, that’s exactly why I wanted a different, more me desk - so I could grow. 
Having a visual, tangible reminder of my dreams helps encourage movement. If I 
got a desk that wasn’t cobbled together and missing a leg, what did that tell the 
Universe about how seriously I  take my business? What did this new, improved 
desk tell me every time I walked in each morning to work?

“I’m ready for more.” 

“C’mon, business, let’s help a few more people this month that we did last month.  
Let’s  give  our  clients  even  more  support  and  encouragement.  Let’s  run  like  a 
business, not a hobby.”

Matching the outside with the inside
There’s nothing wrong with a desk that is good enough.  This isn’t judgment on 
where I was at the time or on other people who aren’t at this place yet.

It’s also not a money-buys-happiness thing. It’s about consistency; Inspired Home 
Office matured a lot in those four years. We moved from a start-up into a more 
stable and well-recognized business and the time came for the space to match that – 
energetically. I became ready to have my space more deeply reflect the competent, 
creative professional I'd become.

Tolerate not knowing how it will turn out (it’s good for you)
That said, I had no idea what my new desk would look like. That’s what creating a 
vision is for. My new desk is amazing and has taken a few years to feel like it fits me 
and the business I have today. I'm so glad I stretched my comfort zone.

Are you ready?
If you think your desk is ready for an upgrade to reflect who you are today, that's the 
next step: dreaming up what you want it to look like. 
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If  you happen to use Pinterest,  you could create an inspiration board to collect 
ideas. You could create a budget. You can spend time noticing the critical features 
you'd want replicated in a future desk. Give yourself permission to dream.

Even if  it's  months before you act,  that’s  how the creative process works:  80% 
reflection and 20% action. You'll know when you're ready.

Your desk’s three secret problems - and how to fix them

Take a good look at your desk
Even though you sit there regularly, you probably haven’t really noticed your desk 
since you set it up.

I think about your desk all the time. In fact, everywhere I look, I see desks that 
aren’t right for you because they were designed for someone who’s five-foot-ten and 
neat-to-a-fault. Like a high-end tuxedo with cummerbund and tails-nice to look at, 
but not ideal for everyday use.

You  should  see  me  on  Sunday  morning 
scanning the glossy ads in the paper, grimacing 
and  muttering  about  at  the advertised  desks 
that pass  for functional.  Or when I’m in  the 
office supply store - woe to the clerk who asks 
me if  I found what I need. It pains me to see 
these miserable creations because you need a  
desk  that  allows  you  to  be  expansive  and  
creative.  Not cramped. Not squinched. Not in 
physical pain.

So,  I  want to share with you the three secret 
problems  that  make  your  desk  so 
uncomfortable. These secrets will give you the 
information  you  need  to  adapt  your  current 
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desk to suit you, or the specific details you need to buy another one that you will  
love.

Problem 1: Height
A dear friend of mine moved into a new home with built-in desk and cabinets. They 
were gorgeous, but she’s a petite gal - and she was miserable in her oversized digs!

If  your back aches and your wrists  are sore,  don’t  berate yourself  for your bad 
posture. It’s not you, it’s the height of your desk! Most desks are designed for an 
average-height man (5’10 ) so that the desktop comes to a height of about 29-30 .″ ″  
No offense to the guys,  but that’s too tall  for the average-height woman (who’s 
typically 5 inches shorter).

In other words, once size does not fit all-and this affects your body. If your desk top 
is too high, your elbows and wrists must be at an acute angle when you type and 
mouse around. Ouch! If you raise your chair up enough for the desk top to be at a 
proper height, it causes your legs dangle at an obtuse angle, cutting off circulation, 
throwing you off balance, and affecting your spine.

To discover what height you need, grab a tape measure and a buddy. Position your 
chair at a comfortable height and put your hands out as if you were going to type.  
Have someone measure the distance from your palms to the floor. That’s how tall 
your desk should be, minus the height of your keyboard.

Height adjustment work-arounds:
• Shorten the legs of your desk with a saw (measure twice, cut once)
• Put wood blocks under your desk to raise it up
• Use a height-adjustable bar stool that has a foot rest
• Take off the legs and replace them with IKEA’s adjustable height legs
• Get a height-adjustable quilting table from your local sewing center and to 

use as a desk
• Make an investment in a motorized desk top that can be raised and lowered

Problem 2: Depth
The depth of your desk is the space between the front and back of your desktop. For 
a lot of  people, there isn’t much room for anything besides the monitor and the 
keyboard. Many desks come with attached shelves that have limited functionality, 
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but take up a lot of space. Some desks are triangular and get narrower toward the 
back so they can fit in a corner.

In any situation where there isn’t enough depth, you’re likely to have a lot of piles in 
random locations (on top of the shelves, boxes, on the floor, tucked into crevices) 
because there’s nowhere else for you to put things. It’s not you, it’s your lack of  
space.

Ideally, the depth of your desk is about as far as you can reach in front of you while 
seated in your chair, plus 6-12 inches.

Depth adjustment work-arounds
• If it’s possible to remove attached shelves, do it. If you need overhead storage 

you can purchase shelving that attaches to the wall, but leaves desk space 
open.

• Attach your monitor to the wall with a special contraption that lets it swing 
closer to you when you need it.

• Get a keyboard drawer that allows your keyboard to be tucked under the desk 
(this does affect height, so check it first)

• If you have a triangular desk, seriously consider getting a rectangular one.
• Remove anything from your desktop that you don’t use regularly (printers, 

tape dispensers, and staplers are common culprits)

Problem 3: Width
My first desk was so skinny, there was barely room for a pile and my laptop. Over 
time, the pile got taller and taller and taller. Where else was it going to go?

Especially for visual  and tactile people,  having a wide-enough desk is crucial  to 
staying organized. You need enough room to spread out, see what you have, and 
still have space to work. If you have clumps of piles everywhere or you regularly lose 
stuff that’s right in front of you, having a too-narrow desk could be the culprit.

Having a desk that is as wide as your arms can stretch in both directions is a start. In 
the best case scenario, you’d have two or more equally wide desks in your space at 
right angles to each other.
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Width adjustment work-arounds
• Get out a measuring tape and measure your desk. How many inches short is 

it from being as wide as your arms can reach in both directions?
• Shop in your own house.  Do you have any tables or other furniture that 

might give you extra space-either to swap out with your desk, or add to it at a 
right angle?

• Dream: What would your ideal desk be like? You might want to do some 
research to see what’s available. Use your creativity!

I hope this information is helpful. It can be unnerving to discover that your desk is 
thwarting your best efforts to stay clear and organized.

How to use a table as a your home office
Many  assembly-required  desks  I  see  for  sale  everywhere  have  constrictive 
configurations and space-consuming storage features. They give you just the barest 
minimum of workspace to spread out and organize your materials.

Because I  know how hard you’re already working to keep things under control, 
having a poorly-designed desk makes this even harder. End of rant. (shaking fist at 
desk designers)

By definition, a table is a horizontal surface (wood, glass, or metal) with legs. A 
table allows you to add the storage you need and gives you lots of space to spread 
out. A desk, conversely, is more like a cabinet with built-in storage and box-like side 
panels.  There  are  certainly  exceptions,  but  desks  often  limit  your  organizing 
options.

Three things to consider when using a table as your desk

Your feet and knees

Some tables’ legs restrict movement underneath the desk. This can lead you to feel 
cramped and not know why.  We have an old-fashioned table with an arm that 
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swings out to hold up the leaf.  I  would never use this as a desk because I’d be 
constantly banging into that support arm with my knees.

So make sure your table has plenty of room underneath to allow your lower limbs to 
move freely.

The height
How high the desk is affects how long you can work and how healthy your body is. I 
wrote at length about the role of desk height a while back.

If the table legs are wood, you can saw them off to make it shorter. If they’re too 
high, you could get a height-adjustable chair that has rungs for resting your feet.  
You can replace them with adjustable-height legs and get them Goldilocks just-
right.

Storage options
It’s a blessing for space-loving people to have an entire desktop wide open! All that 
room to spread out! Yesss! On the other hand, with out some kind of storage, your 
materials will just collect in that space. You need a little structure.

Under your desk: I suggest one or two file cabinets that have a smaller drawer at 
the top for storing small things like pens, tape, stapler, etc. Then you can use the 
lower file drawer for storing papers. You can push these out to the extreme ends of 
your table to give you lots of leg room.

On top of your desk, by placing any storage at the back of the desk surface, you 
can leave lots of workspace open. On my own desk, I have jars of markers, a basket 
for receipts, and a standing file holder at the back, against the wall.  This leaves 
everything important within reach, and there’s still lots of open workspace.

When you need to focus but your brain won’t 
cooperate

Please enjoy this sample narration from my brain while I was attempting to work on 
an Important Thing:
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Argh!  The  cat’s  licking  is  driving  me  crazy!!  I  wonder  what’s  on  Twitter?  
(opens Twitter and reads a few entries)

I need to do that THING! Argh! Quit farting around! (closes Twitter) Okay,  
now work. (attempts to start the THING)

I wonder why those bees are hanging around outside my window… (ponders)  
What’s in my email inbox? (checks) Wait - what was I doing - oh! The THING!

Argh!

Two hours later, the THING was still not done.

When I was a kid, it was the same scenario except I was supposed to be cleaning my 
room. I’d get distracted by some fascinating thing (shell collection, old books, etc.) 
in the attempt and my mom would speak from another room, “I don’t hear any 
cleaning going on in there.”

It used to drive my mom batty.  Now it drives 
ME  batty.  If  I  had  an  employer,  I’d  have 
someone to keep me on task (maybe). But, like 
many,  I  am self-employed and sometimes get 
hopelessly off-track and can’t get back on.

Traction or distraction?
If  I  had traction,  I  would be moving forward 
with the THING. But in the scenario above,  I 
was completely distracted and unable to focus.

If  you have ADD or just think you do, maybe 
you can relate.  We all  have days like this.  In 
fact,  one of  my favorite  authors,  Dr.  Edward 
Hallowell,  theorizes  that  people  under  stress 
(without ADD) may have the same behaviors 
when trying to juggle too much.

If you get distracted like this periodically, it’s pretty normal. But, since it’s hardly a 
desirable place to be in very long, you might be wondering what to do about it?
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Moving toward traction
Bouts of distraction happen. That’s just how it is.

Everyone has different symptoms when they’re feeling distracted, but the outcome 
is usually the same: you’re busy, but your work’s not purposeful.

Since I really believe it’s your office’s job to support you, sometimes making small 
adjustments to your space can help you feel less distracted so you can focus better.

Notice
Small adjustments come from the little things you notice around you. Be curious for 
a moment about what’s distracting you. On the crazy day I described above the sun’s 
glare was bothering me. I noticed the cat’s repetitious grooming. I looked around 
me and saw multiple open project folders vying for my attention.

All of the things you notice are great information.

Adjust accordingly
Once you realize what’s pulling you off-track, take a couple of minutes to manage 
your experience. Remove the attention-grabbers. Your sanity is worth it.

For myself, I closed the blinds to keep the glare out of my eyes, I moved the cat off 
my lap, I put a project away that was messing up my desk, and closed the other 
blinds because the sun moved (well, technically, the earth moved).

Anyway,  managing  my  experience  helped  me  concentrate  enough  to  start  the 
THING.

Except when that doesn’t work
I tried to start the THING and got distracted. Again.

And then I humbly realized: I can’t bend my focus by sheer will. Concentration can 
only be managed. Even in the clearest, most refreshing spaces sometimes people 
still can’t concentrate.
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When focus is an Inside Job
When adjusting your external space doesn’t work, it’s time to look inside yourself 
and find out what is really happening. It’s what I call an Inside Job.

If  your  brain  is  zipping  along  at  breakneck  speed  -  while  you’re  compulsively 
checking email, Facebook, Twitter, and photos of your dogs all at the same time - it’s 
a symptom.

Sometimes you need a break. Or a glass of water. Or a 2-week vacation. No matter 
which way you slice it, your brain needs to be allowed to run free.

A desk can drag you down
Once upon a time, people moved around. They moved their bodies for work: walked 
places, rode animals, collected their own food. Frankly, it wasn’t that long ago.

I know a lot of people who sit at desks for a large portion of the day as an essential  
part of their livelihood. Me, for one. Now, that’s not such a bad thing. If not for the 
Internet, Inspired Home Office wouldn’t exist.

But for many people that natural, vital movement is gone.

What to do about it
That compulsive internet checking is an attempt to meet the need for movement, 
except that it doesn’t work very well.

If  you beat yourself  up because you can’t concentrate, take a fresh look at what’s 
happening.

Robert Fritz, another of my very favorite authors, believes that taking breaks is vital 
to creativity. Who hasn’t gotten a good idea in the shower? Or out walking?

If  you’re not productive and feeling antsy, move. That’s right. Get on up and get 
away from your desk. Do something you like. You’ll be surprised what good it’ll do 
you - and how much better you’ll concentrate when you get back.
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Managing auditory disruptions in your home office
You’re working along, minding your own business, and suddenly BEEP BEEP BEEP!

What is that? Instantly, your focus turns to the source of that sound. You can’t help 
it. Your brain wants to know what it is. It’s annoying… and whatever you had been 
intently focused on is now completely forgotten.

The world is kind of noisy
As I  write this,  I  can hear my own typing,  the fan on the computer,  the fridge 
running, a car passing by, the distant hiss of  highway traffic, and a small aircraft 
going overhead.

Think for a moment… what are some of the sources of sound in your home office?

Background sounds in the home office:
• Computer hard drive, fan, or hums
• Heat or air conditioning
• Clock ticking
• Music you like
• Movements of those in your home
• Weather sounds like rain and wind
• Birds
• Neighborhood sounds (cars, sprinklers, etc.)
• Air traffic

Depending on your normal ability to focus, these low-level, constant background 
sounds probably don’t affect you much. Some people even crave background buzz 
to help them concentrate. Your brain is able to sort these sounds as non-threatening 
and  simply  tune  them  out.  However,  if  you’re  doing  sophisticated  tasks  like 
planning or complex math problems, you may find that some of them can bother 
and distract you.

Stressed-out brains have a much lower threshold for input, auditory or otherwise. In 
fact, noise can increase stress levels. If you happen to be under considerable stress 
or have ADD, even soft sounds can make it hard to focus.
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Disruptive noises in the home office
This second category of sounds is, by design, intended to disrupt focus and get your 
brain’s attention.

How many of those noises come into your awareness during the average day?

• Cell/mobile phone (texts, alerts, and ringing)
• Timer bells (egg timers to washing machine to coffee makers)
• Low battery alerts on any device (from tablets to smoke detectors)
• New email sounds on your computer
• Social media alerts
• Other people’s devices ringing, beeping, etc.
• Other household members’ music or TV viewing
• Unexpected sounds from people who share your home (shrieks, knocking, 

“Honey?”, etc.)
• Pets vocalizing in protest
• Neighborhood  noises  (garbage collection,  children  screaming,  loud  bass, 

Harleys, etc.)
• Back-up beeps on large vehicles
• Sirens
• Train horns
• Church bells

To be clear,  there’s  nothing inherently wrong 
with any of these noisemakers. The question to 
ask yourself is: Am I satisfied with my ability to 
focus in my home office?

The two primary problems with 
disruptive sounds

One: The danger response
We live in an increasingly noisy world.  Every 
unexpected sound that enters your awareness 
causes  your  brain  to  respond  as  if  there’s 
danger. 
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Here’s what’s key: when your brain focuses on perceived danger, your original task is 
forgotten. Even if you choose to ignore the alert, your brain is officially off-task.

My phone rang as I typed the previous paragraph. My heart jumped in response to 
this unexpected sound. I stopped typing, picked up the phone, and tried to identify 
the  phone  number  on  the  display.  “Who  could  be  calling  me  before  8AM,”  I 
wondered. “Where is that area code from? I wonder who it is? Am I supposed to be 
talking to someone right now?” My brain was completely diverted from my task.

I tried to refocus, but now I was really curious. Who called? I listed to the message 
and it was for Inspired Spouse. I knew I would forget to tell her about it by the time 
she got home, so I opened my email and sent her a message. While I was in my 
email,  I  skimmed for urgent messages.  I  opened a few.  One of  them led me to 
YouTube, where I watched a 3-minute video and left a comment.

Then I realized how far I’d gotten from writing this article. Sorry I abandoned you! 
(This is what a little ring on the phone can do to focus.)

Two: Getting back on track is hard
Not only do disruptive noises interrupt your work,  your brain may need up to 15 
minutes to completely regain focus. 

If you want to know why you feel like nothing gets done some days, just multiply by 
15 the number of interruptions you have over the course of a day.

That's a lot of time and energy lost.

What to do about disruptive sounds
Take stock. Run down the list above and figure out which sounds show up often in 
your life.

Change what you can
You’ll notice that some sounds on your list are within your control. For example, 
maybe you don’t have to hear a ding every time your friends update their Facebook 
status. (I’m in favor of leaving my computer sound off all the time.) You could put 
your phone on airplane mode for a certain period of time each day. You could close 
the door so the mewling cats find another place to nap.
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Adapt to what you can’t change
Some disruptive sounds you can’t control outright. A former client had a neighbor 
who liked to sit outside playing a full set of drums. Her attempts to negotiate with 
the neighbor failed, so she chose to move. This was an extreme example, but it’s a 
reminder that there’s a way to manage sounds outside of your control.

Make your ears (and brain) happy
My solution?  When I’m at my wits’  end  with a distracting  sound,  I  use noise-
canceling headphones with a set of earplugs. It’s like being in a sensory-deprivation 
chamber. I love it. Suddenly, no matter how loud the lawn mower is outside, or how 
creative Inspired Spouse’s latest music-making endeavors are, I have silence. Yessss!

In other words, it’s worth finding solutions to remove or decrease the sounds that 
distract you. You’ll  enjoy being in your home office a lot more… and you might 
actually get something done in there.

Decreasing visual distractions in your home office

The power of sight
As soon as you open them in the morning, your eyes and brain are processing visual 
data until you go to sleep again at night.

By some calculations, up to 60% of the human brain is devoted to processing visual 
information. Your eyes take it in, and your brain – being the awesome organ that it 
is - processes all this data very quickly.

The inner workings of  sight processing is  practically unconscious -  which is  an 
advantage  when  you  have  things  to  do.  But  this  speed  and  resulting  oblivion 
prevents  you  from  recognizing  the  myriad  visually  distractions  in  your  work 
environment.
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Seeing consciously
The following five areas will shine a light on your space and help you become aware 
of things you can adjust to help you focus better.

1. Your work surface
Whether it’s a table, a bunch, or a desk, in all likelihood, you have a flat surface 
designated  for doing work.  In the best case scenario,  you feel  focused and can 
accomplish what you set out to do.

Problems occur when items related to past and future projects linger on your work 
surface and distract you. Things like:

• papers and documents
• sticky notes
• business cards
• files
• books
• writing implements
• bills and receipts
• flotsam
• red herrings

Together, these items create a visual cacophony that can prevent you from thinking 
clearly.

2. The things above your desk
What  you  post  or  store  above  your  work  surface  can  strongly  affect  your 
concentration - since it’s the space you look to when you need to think. 

Very often creative people use this space for:

• inspirational messages
• talismans
• beautiful objects like art or cards
• beloved trinkets

The other things that go above work surfaces are MUST REMEMBER items like:
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• account numbers and passwords
• deadlines
• essential phone numbers
• goals or visions

The problem isn’t the presence of these items, but their quantity. The more items 
your eyes have to sort when you look at this space, the more distracting it will be. 
And the higher the risk that something distracting will catch your eye when you’re 
trying to focus.

3. What you see out the window
Every year,  mud daubers build  their nests on the side of  my house outside my 
window. Even though I know what they are and I see them every year, they still 
distract me.

Other outdoor scenes that can be distracting:

• neighbors’ comings and goings
• dogs, animals, birds, insects
• a  view  onto  an  unlovely  scene  like 

electrical wires or a dumpster
• line  of  sight  to  anything  that  needs 

repair or maintenance

These kinds of things catch your eye and take 
you away from what you’re doing.  Sometimes 
they’re  welcome  (like  our  neighborhood 
hummingbird),  but  you  can  take  steps  to 
manage your line of sight of things that distract 
you and have a negative quality to them.

4. Your light sources
The number one thing people tell me they want 
in their home office is good lighting. This is because so many people have either too 
much light or not enough, which can create distracting situations like:

• sunlight in your eyes
• bright patches and deep shadows on your work surface
• light glare on your computer screen
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• inadequate light and dark corners
• inability to see to read or see your materials

5. Screen-time interruptions
We’re surrounded by screens.

• TVs
• computers and laptops
• tablets 
• e-readers
• phones

Each of them is distracting in its own right, depending on the task you’re trying to 
accomplish. By design, many of these devices present visuals to get your attention 
like alerts or notices. Alone, they’re not a big deal, but cumulatively they can create 
frustration if you need to focus.

Think about how many of the following activity-interrupting images appear in your 
day:

• commercials
• ticker tape
• software update reminders
• status updates from running programs
• calendar reminders
• new email notifications
• new message or comment notification
• new text or new call notice
• pop-ups
• product suggestions
• low battery images

The major problems with visual disruptions
With every interruption, it can take your brain a full 15 minutes to get back on track. 
(I know you read this already, but it bears repeating.)

This is one of the reasons you can work all day on a project and never complete it.  
Add up all those distractions and you get hardly any focused work time.
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What to do about disruptive visuals
If  you’re feeling a little bombarded at this point,  take heart.  You can take back 
control of your visual environment. Here are some ideas:

• Turn off  all  unnecessary notifications,  everywhere. It may take some 
time, but your sanity is worth the effort.

• Practice doing one task at a time, both offline and online. 
• Keep email and social media closed when you’re not using it. In fact, you 

could even schedule official times of day when you’re on it.
• Notice where you need better light and commit to taking action so you 

can see well.  Conversely,  think about ways you can decrease excess light 
during bright times of the day.
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Chapter 8: Technology Management

Befriending technology 
At the risk of sounding like a Luddite, it boggles my mind sometimes to think about 
how rapidly communication has changed in 20 years. When I was a kid, I could dial 
the neighbors with five digits on our single rotary phone. Today, most people carry a 
mini computer in their purse or pocket that does everything but make a good latte – 
and incidentally also makes phone calls.

I marvel. Technology has increased the speed and ease of communication though 
cell phones, social media, websites, and social media, and with that ease two new 
issues came with it: volume and complexity. 

In this chapter, I shed some light on how to befriend technology and also set limits 
to prevent overwhelm. Ideally, any useful tool - high-tech or not - should work for 
you, rather than make you work. 

When technology isn’t your friend

In-joke at our Inspired House
When someone makes a mistake around here, we jokingly fire one another. 

When  the  cats  scratch  my  office  chair  or  jump  on  the  counter,  “You’re  fired, 
Pepper!” When Inspired Spouse forgets to take out the garbage, she’s fired. It’s a silly 
way to protest something without offending anyone. Humor lightens things that 
could otherwise be taken personally. (Now you’re in on the in-joke.)
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Unfortunately, I’ve gotten fired for one thing many times. That thing is my failure to 
check the voice mail which allows an unfortunate number of messages to add up 
(sometimes into the double digits). Inspired Spouse didn’t think it was so funny.

Honestly,  I  hate voice mail.  I  am tactile and voice mail  isn’t something you can 
touch.  I  am visual  yet I  can’t  see it.  Back in  the 90 s my old  old  tape-playing′  
answering machine worked much better because I could touch the buttons and see 
the blinking red light. Remember those itty bitty cassettes? 

Fast forward to the present and my phone company gives me super-slick digital 
voice mail at no extra charge. It would be a great deal except sometimes I go a whole 
week without checking my voice mail. I can hear the little “boop-boop-boop” dial 
tone thing when I pick up the phone, but I ignore it. Auditory processing is not my 
strong suit.

It’s not me (it’s not you, either)
Is there something wrong with me because I 
don’t use this handy tool? Of course not. Is it 
frustrating and unprofessional? Yes to both.

When  people  ask  about  the  most  effective 
software  programs,  gadgets,  and  apps,  it’s  a 
similar  scenario.  There’s  nothing  wrong  with 
technology,  but  you  have  to  first  discern 
whether a particular tool is a good fit for you.

What’s  the difference between  tools  that  are 
truly helpful  and those that are a frustrating 
failure?

The organizing truth
The best tools work the same way your brain naturally does. When you use a tool 
that’s outside of your natural strengths, it’s less likely to work for you.

How can you tell?  If  you procrastinate using  something  or dread  it or it  takes 
forever, that’s usually an indication that the tool isn’t a good fit for you. If it’s easy 
and fun, keep doing it. You’re on the right path.
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It’s only partly about the tool
When you’re thinking about adding a tool (like software, a gadget, or something 
low-tech like a file folder system), think about what your intention is. Think about 
how others  will  benefit when you use this item.  For example,  I  use voice mail  
because it’s my intention to provide clients multiple ways to connect with me and, 
in turn, to respond to them promptly, professionally, and compassionately.

At the moment, my intention isn’t matching the reality if I only check voice mail 
once a week. But I can think of other options that could work better for me and still 
match my intention.

Thinking about your intention connects you with the bigger picture, freeing you up 
to see other options besides the tool that’s causing your problems.

Thinking it over
Something really astonishing happened when I decided to broach the subject of my 
firing with Inspired Spouse to brainstorm a better solution. Since I’m visual and 
tactile,  I  shared  that  the  best  scenario  for  me  would  involve  receiving  paper 
messages, placed on my computer keyboard (in a perfect, and probably unrealistic 
world, I thought). I hesitated to tell her this because I didn’t want her to be my 
secretary (it is MY business after all!), but I shared anyway.

Here’s what she said, “Do you realize I’ve offered to do that for you at least three 
times in the last year?” She had - and I had dismissed it! So if you happen to leave a 
voice mail for me, you now have a new message-taker. And I’ll reply SO much faster 
now.

If  you’re struggling with technology or organizing, think about what would work 
best for you and those with whom you’re in contact. Talk it out with someone if you 
get stuck. Try things out - and remember that organizing isn’t a destination; it’s a 
process of discovering what you need over time and using your creativity to address 
those needs. You’re worth it!
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Permission to downgrade

Have you ever said something like this?

“I like to write everything out by hand before I put it on the computer.”

“I tried to use a (gadget) for calendar stuff, but an actual calendar just works 
better for making appointments.”

“I should probably be using QuickBooks, but the little paper system I use 
does the job.”

If it picking up a piece of paper to write on it feels like a radical act, that’s because it 
is. The technology industry is so in love with its shiny-newness, there’s nothing it 
can’t  save  you  from:  paperwork,  accounting,  scheduling,  staying  in  touch,  and 
generating ideas, to name just a few.

If there isn’t an app for that, just wait a few months and there will be. If the phone 
you have doesn’t do what you want it to, just wait for the next version.

I get annoyed at the advertising for many of these shiny-new solutions because they 
tell you an untruth: what you create isn’t good enough. That tech is better. Lots of 
people think that  they are the problem when a gadget or program doesn’t work 
intuitively for them. “I’m too old,” they say. Or “I’m just not good at computer stuff.”

It’s not you. You’re perfect. You have the most powerful tool already inside you: your 
brain.

This is why it’s okay to buck the upgrade trend
Here are some great downgrading tools that brains like:

• Paper  -  lined  and  blank,  loose  and  bound,  large  and  small,  sticky  and 
colorful.

• Writing  implements  -  pens and pencils,  crayons and markers,  chalk  and 
brushes
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Paper and writing implements are both portable and need no docking station for 
recharging. There’s no learning curve with downgraded solutions. “Ummm… Can 
you show me how to work this notepad?” They’re comparatively inexpensive.

These  items  are  also  sensuous.  Perhaps  you’ve  had  the  experience  of  being 
captivated by a fine stationery store, its fresh smell and luscious jewel-toned reams. 
Or lingered over beautifully crafted pens in a fine art gallery. There’s a whole-body 
sensory experience in selecting and using pen and paper.

A wonderful aspect of using these tools is that they slow you down. In our sped-up 
culture, slowing down just a little creates relaxation and flow. Typing is fast, but the 
act of writing something with your hand allows your brain to work differently. I’ve 
experienced  huge  epiphanies  drawing  diagrams  on  paper  that  I  couldn’t  have 
achieved using a drawing program. Slowing down focuses your energies.

Other downgrade solutions include
• paper calendars
• calculators
• telephones with a cord
• face to face conversations

At  the  end  of  our  lives,  no  points  will  be 
awarded for getting more done or faster than 
everyone else.  Some day you,  me,  we all  will 
die. So what do you want from this life? What 
brings  you  the  greatest  satisfaction?  If  you 
enjoy using a paper calendar or meeting with 
people in person, what harm is there?

When  it  comes  down  to  it,  I  believe  that 
connection matters more than anything - deep 
connection that cultivates trust and love.

So I invite you to ask yourself
Which tools allow me to deeply connect with myself, with others, and with 
the Divine? Which are most satisfying to my spirit?
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Trust and listen what you know about yourself. Be curious. You may yet discover a 
way to put technology in its rightful place if you use the tools you love more often.

How to stop getting distracted by social media and the 
Internet 

I  love technology.  (Did I  mention that already?) I  love the Internet,  Wikipedia, 
Google, email - even Facebook most days.

I love how it connects people. I love my new tablet and my computer. If  I had a 
smart phone, I know I’d love it too. I love the zippiness, the connectivity, the ability 
to wonder about something and then be able to look it up.

Now that I’ve established myself  as a non-Luddite,  let me way honestly that as 
much as I love the Internet, I don’t love how it rules my life. Its hyper-on, hyper-
access to information, constant connection affects me in non-fun ways.

The price I (and others) pay
One non-fun effect is  how impatient I  get with  people.  When someone doesn’t 
answer a question as fast as Google does, I feel testy. I cut them off.

Another is how I feel the need to work fast. Although I’ve never been to a casino, I’ll 
bet I would feel the same if I were at the slot machines, pulling the virtual trigger - 
did I win this time? Is there new email? New messages on Facebook? New messages 
popping up all the time makes me want to respond faster. And then faster still.

Working frenetically isn’t fun.

Crash and burn imminent
The warning signs.  I  notice myself  spending hours at my computer,  but only a 
percentage of  that time is truly productive.  This pace and time online gradually 
accelerates over time.
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When I start telling myself  that I “need” to check my email, I know I’m headed 
toward trouble.

I start rewarding myself. “Okay, you get to watch this brainless YouTube video for 6 
minutes and then you have to start your article.

I get impatient with my Internet speed. And since the pages take too long (I think) 
to load, I start opening up myriad other windows to occupy myself as I wait.

When I start rationalizing, “Well, I need to check email because I have to see what’s 
going on tomorrow,” I know. These are my red-zone behaviors. It only goes downhill 
from here.

The physical impacts of always being connected
Eyestrain  headaches  and  shoulder  stiffness  mystify  me  at  first.  Body  parts  in 
constant use eventually get tired.

I eventually realize that I haven’t stepped away from a monitor for more than 10 
hours for several days in a row. I stop sleeping well. 3am and I get cozy as my extra-
zippy brain keeps me awake with worst case scenarios in every area of my life.

It’s not technology’s fault
The brain gets attenuated to the adrenaline bursts that regular email  and social 
media provide. There comes a breaking point: It’s not that I  use  the Internet, it’s 
how I use it.

My antidote: Stop using it (at least temporarily)
The only way I know to stop the treadmill is to get off.

It’s probably as easy to tell an addict to quit cold turkey. But that’s what I do.

Not forever, of course, but long enough to reset my brain. To slow down to a healthy 
speed. To get unhooked from the need to be on all the time.

I’m not proud to admit this, but it’s not pretty initially.
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Case in point
One time, we got snowed in on the very days we were supposed to take a long trip to 
a cabin in the woods. Off  the grid, technologically-speaking. After canceling our 
plans to avoid the slick roads, we decided to pretend we were at the cabin.

So instead of surfing the ‘net, Instagram-ing the snowfall, and tweeting about how 
bored we were, we agreed to go technology-free for 4 days.

A sneak peek into my own technology detox

Day one: Mental spinning
I composed at least a dozen Facebook updates in my mind. I kept thinking of topics 
I  wanted to look up on Google and Wikipedia.  Most of  the afternoon I had an 
almost-nauseating headache.

Day two: Sneaky
I had fewer of  those “here’s what I’d tweet if  I could” moments, but I felt rather 
crabby. I read a lot. After a discussion where we agreed that Kindle was not violating 
the spirit of the weekend, I sneaked a look at Facebook twice and the weather once. 
I took a 3 hour nap in the afternoon. Still headachy.

Day three: Crabby
I  finally went outside in the snow for a post-holing walk in my rain boots (we 
Oregonians aren’t really equipped for this!). Getting outside felt good. By afternoon, 
I noticed that I was breathing more deeply and felt more relaxed. We did a jigsaw 
puzzle. No sign of the headache.

Day four: Calm, happy
I had stopped fretting about what could be going on “out there” and had gently 
shifted my attention to what was happening around and inside me.

I felt more balanced. No more crabbies. After we agreed that our technology-free 
retreat was over,  I  was even able to go on Facebook to send a private message 
without getting sucked in.  I  noticed,  but didn’t even want to read the 30 or so 
messages awaiting my attention.
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The after-effects of a “technology detox”
The proof was in the proverbial pudding on my 
first day back to work.

I could have gone right to email, but instead I 
sat down to write for an hour. Then I planned 
my week on paper. Around 10am, I turned on 
my computer and did some banking.

In other words, the Internet drug had loosened 
its grip. I slowed down to a human speed and 
was choosing what I wanted to do. What a shift 
from the five days previous.

The takeaway
• Technology sneaks up on you,  causing 

you to expect speed when more care and 
deliberateness could be useful.

• We often want more of it even though it’s not what we want.
• It can distract you from your most basic needs (like sleep, reflection time, 

connection, fun).
• It takes a few days to decompress and get out of its clutches. You may feel 

worse before you feel better.
• Doing a technology detox is totally worth it (I would have had the headaches 

anyway).

Taming your email inbox
Most of us are unknowingly addicted to the little adrenaline rush we get every time a 
new message comes into the inbox. Sometimes I get to the point where I can’t go 45 
minutes without checking it. Okay, sometimes 20. Or two.
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Email works best as a communication tool, not a to do list
Fortunately, there are oodles of things you can do to regain control of email so it’s 
the useful communication tool it’s supposed to be, rather than a time tyrant. If you 
want more control over email there are two areas to focus on:

• Decreasing  distractions:  Eliminating  clutter,  unwanted  email,  and 
advertising

• Increasing mindful usage: Creating systems for when to check email and 
how to respond

All the suggestions that follow will help you get closer to those goals.

Basic:
1. Remove visual distractions: Turn off  email notification pop-ups on your 

computer, tablet, and phone.
2. Remove auditory distractions:  Turn off  audio notifications (dingdong!) 

while you’re at it.
3. Break  the  habit:  If  your  web  browser  automatically  opens  your  email 

account when you start up, change the setting so that it opens to something 
benign. This stops your email habit and distraction from accidental email 
use.

4. Decrease spam: Register your email  address on the DMA site to prevent 
receiving spam in the first place. It’s free and only takes about 2 minutes: 
https://www.ims-dm.com/cgi/optoutemps.php (requires  you  respond  to  a 
confirmation email).

Intermediate:
1. Folders:  Set up folders for emails  that are not critical,  but you’d like to 

peruse at some point. To do this, create a folder and set up rules so that the 
email skips your inbox and goes right to your folder.

2. Reduce email clutter:  Sign up for gmail  if  you want a really good spam 
filter. It’s free and prevents wasting precious time weeding out spam from 
your inbox. (http://mail.google.com/mail/help/open.html) 

3. Unsubscribing: Spend a week noticing want emails you get that you don’t 
really want. Then get cutthroat about unsubscribing from them. Usually the 
unsubscribe link is at the bottom of  emails.  Note: Unsubscribe only from 
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things you are certain you subscribed to, otherwise your spam may actually 
increase.

Advanced:
1. Get Rapportive: Rapportive.com is a free tool that helps you remember who 

you’re corresponding with by displaying their image and recent social media 
activity.  Because of  where it appears on the screen,  it coincidentally also 
prevents gmail ads from appearing on the right hand side. Yes!

2. Sanebox:  If  you’re  up  for  a  paid  option,  I  can’t  recommend  Sanebox 
(sanebox.com) highly enough. For $6/month, you train this tool to remove 
non-urgent email from your inbox. I save more than an hour a week using it 
and I’ve never missed an important email because of their unique reminder 
system. Genius! (My link above gives us both a $5 credit.)

3. Plan dates with your inbox: Experiment with checking email once a day at 
a specific time. If it works for you, this is a system that will give you huge 
amounts of free, productive time.

4. Internal systems: Create a policy called How We Respond To Emails. For 
example, my assistant and I both have a goal to reply to emails using warm, 
compassionate  language  and  address  the  issue  in  3  sentences  or  less. 
Powerful and effective.

Here is how I prevent email overwhelm
I  give  myself  permission  to not reply  to  everything. Even  delete  stuff  without 
replying.

I  sort out the non-urgent stuff  without having to look at it. I  set up filters and 
folders in my Gmail account and use a tool called SaneBox both of which have been 
a lifesaver.

I use a vacation responder on the weekends. It tells anyone who emails me when I’ll 
be back. That way I’m absolved of the guilty feelings I get when I know someone is 
waiting for a reply.

As a general rule, I clear out my inbox weekly. I read email more frequently than 
that, but a mostly empty inbox is my goal once per week.
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Lastly, I have an email account that is bottomless. Gmail lets me “archive” as many 
emails as I want so I don’t have to get rid of them, ever.

Replying to email promptly and sanely
Knowing I have a lot of un-replied-to emails in my inbox stresses me out. The story 
in my head sounds something like, “I should reply to people as soon as they email  
me.” But that is a very stressful (and unrealistic) expectation. When I was in school, 
I tried to hide the fact that I’d forgotten to do my homework for the nth time. Oh, 
the shame… Email makes me feel this way sometimes.

Differentiating between work and personal emails
All my emails come to one box. I don’t fritter a lot of time away on personal emails 
during work time, but I do forget to answer them entirely once the computer is shut 
off for the weekend.

Differentiating between informational email and work email
Some emails are ones I can read and file easily. Done. Other emails are requests for 
work,  for  time,  for  attention.  I  cannot  read  and  file  these,  because  they’re 
incomplete. I’m still learning how to say no to some requests for my time and how 
to follow-through effectively on others.

A proactive email decluttering idea
Your bank sends them. Your doctor. Your clients. Random people you meet sign you 
up for their regular emails. One stressed-out day you open your inbox and want to 
scream, “Argh! Where did all of this come from?!”

The goal: Unsubscribe from as many automatic emails as possible

Why we don’t do it 
You just want to get through your email, right? I know I do! So when you receive 
unwanted email, reactively clicking “delete” does the trick - in the short run.

By contrast, unsubscribing takes an extra couple of steps. You usually have to scroll 
to the bottom of the email and click “unsubscribe”. Sometimes you have to go to a 

201



website and enter your email address or click a button. Some sites even ask you to 
tell them why you’re “leaving”.

So,  one of  the reasons why we don’t unsubscribe is that it takes extra time and 
thought. We’re busy.

The other reason we don’t: Relationships
I have a friend who receives all of her friends 
newsletters, probably 20 in total each month, 
and  she  “can’t”  unsubscribe  because  she 
doesn’t want to hurt their feelings.

Can  you  relate?  Maybe  you  had  good 
intentions when you signed up, but now you 
never read them. Or you aren’t interested in 
the topic. Or you’re just not close anymore. 
Whatever the reason, every time you get one 
of those emails, you get a little dose of guilt 
along with it.

Take courage. If you take a moment to explain 
why you’re unsubscribing,  chances are good 
that  you  won’t  permanently  damage  the 
relationship. Something like, “Unsubscribing 
helps me create more simplicity in my life. I still value our connection.” As long as 
it’s honest, this keeps the door open.

Why it’s useful
Unsubbing  is  useful  because  it  can  drastically  reduce  the  volume  and  sheer 
numbers of email you receive weekly. Imagine only receiving emails you want!

It also saves you a lot of time, not just from clearing your inbox, but also prevent you 
getting  distracted  by  reading  things  that  don’t  interest  you.  You  can  be  more 
focused when the items in your inbox are relevant to your work.

202

    Unsubscribing 

helps create 

simplicity.



How to do it
Are you sold on the idea of unsubscribing yet? If you are, the key is mindfulness.

Host an email  mindfulness party.  For the next week,  every time you check your 
inbox, ask yourself these questions when you open an email:

• Do I want this?
• If not, where did it come from?
• Is there a way to prevent this in the future?
• Take that next step to prevent future emails - and unsubscribe.

Practice this for just a week and chances are good that your email load will become 
lighter. You’ll be able to focus on doing what you love and less time on what you 
don’t.
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Chapter 9: Befriending Your Brain 

Unlocking the secret gifts of your brain
When I was in grade school, my teachers told my parents that I was “not performing 
to potential”, “a daydreamer”. The worst was when my second-grade teacher dubbed 
me the “Queen of the Space Cadets” in front of my classmates. Years later, as an 
adult, I got the label “attention deficit disorder”.

There are so many labels attached to our brains that sometimes these labels make 
us  feel  different  in  an  isolating  way,  even  inferior.  The  labels  assigned  to  me 
somehow implied that I was the problem, rather than addressing the needs of my 
unique  brain.  Over  time,  we  unconsciously  absorb  the  implication  that  being 
different is not okay. We fall prey to the belief that we’re not as good as those whose 
brains easily fit the norm.

Intelligence is more than your IQ
A few years ago, Ode Magazine published an article called “Your Brain is a Rain 
Forest”  by  Thomas  Armstrong,  which  explored  the  concept  of  neurodiversity. 
Instead  of  a  one-size-fits-all  model  brain,  Armstrong  suggested  that  there’s  an 
infinite variety of brain types - and all of them useful in their own right.

I love this. Instead of automatically labeling brains that deviate from the norm as 
aberrant or inferior,  Armstrong argues persuasively that brain labels are,  among 
other things, an indicator of our culture’s bias. Western culture is fast-paced, highly 
social, driven, and productive, so it’s inherently biased against brains that process 
slowly, are introverted, methodical, or dreamy. This is a loss, since all brains (and 
their people) have something valuable to contribute.

Caring for your brain in a overstimulating world
In Armstrong’s article, he emphasized the importance of constructing what he calls 
“positive niches” for your kind of  brain. Just like birds or plants, different brains 
thrive in environments that compliment their unique qualities.
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As I wrote this section, the grass was being mowed outside my office. I couldn't 
change this fact. I’ve got up about six times, turned on classical music, closed the 
door,  closed  the  window,  and  put  on  my  noise-canceling  headphones  -  all  to 
manage my focus and create a positive niche in which I could function.

In  addition  to  choosing  the  niche  communities  that  Armstrong  discusses,  my 
priority at Inspired Home Office is to encourages you to create micro-level positive 
niches.  I  never focus on your brain’s weaknesses.  Instead,  we explore what your 
brain does well so that you can integrate it into your work environment. My purpose 
is  to  help  you  create  an  environment  that  supports  you  and  encourages  your 
creativity. 

When  viewed  through  a  positive  lens,  brain 
“deficiencies”  become  assets used  to  create a 
nourishing  environment.  For  example, 
someone  who  is  highly  visual  might  need 
something  beautiful  (window  view,  collages, 
inspirational quote) to look at while working. 
Someone  with  a  lot  of  energy  might  use  a 
bouncy  chair  or  treadmill  while  using  the 
computer,  so  she’s  not  rigidly  confined  to  a 
desk.  Someone  who  craves  solitude  for 
reflection and renewal can set up systems that 
buffer her from interruption.

Your brain is a unique and beautiful 
gift

Take a moment to entertain this idea: if you struggle in your work environment, the 
problem isn’t your or your brain, it’s simply your environment. It doesn’t yet match 
your brain’s needs.

Don’t let a label run your life. Explore making one (small or large) adjustment to 
your current workspace so that it more closely matches your brain’s strengths.

Getting distracted and getting stuff done
Your brain is a busy, busy place. You try to concentrate on your work - doing that 
marketing stuff or that article or balancing your books - but you “come to” an hour 
later on Facebook, looking at your childhood best friend’s baby photos.
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Ahh, yes. We all do it. We’d like to be perpetually productive and professional, but 
our creative minds don’t willingly take on that yoke. Although you are a grown adult, 
you have a distractable three-year-old inside your brain throwing tantrums, picking 
daisies, and -  ooh! What’s that over there? A raven mind that’s drawn to on shiny 
objects. The Buddhists call it monkey-mind.

Whatever you  call  it,  despite  knowing  all  the things  you’re  supposed  to  do in 
business, something else takes over. Regularly.

Distraction happens
In good weather, an American Robin sits in a tree close to my window, singing full  
tilt boogie. He gets so close that I can see his bright yellow beak opening and his 
body expanding with each burst of song. It’s all I can do to not watch him for 20  
minutes or more. Focusing on work is a lost cause.

So whether your distraction is caused by long-term stress or a hard-wired condition 
like ADD, it happens. Our brains are not machines. They’re not meant to be  on 
constantly.

Your mind wants mental cheese puffs
When your mind’s distracted, anything that’s visual and easy to consume is like a 
bag of cheese puffs for your brain. When I’m in a brain-snacky kind of mood, I’ll  
click  on just about any link that crosses  my path.  My brain snackage includes 
Facebook, Twitter, email, cakewrecks.com, and cake decorating videos on YouTube. 
It’s true.

There are alternatives to letting distraction drive you (and those who love you) nuts. 
Here are a few:

Five ideas for shifting distraction

1. The power of a pause
If  you notice yourself  doing these cheese-puffy activities in the moment,  pause. 
Don’t berate yourself. Just stop and gently ask yourself what you need.

Very often we chomp on brain snacks because we’re tired,  overwhelmed,  or feel 
uncertain about how to begin something big. Very often, I find myself online when I 
need a break.
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So I stop and ask, “Is this what I want to do right now? Is this activity nourishing  
me? What do I  need?” Asking these questions can invite curiosity and help you 
redirect your attention in a positive, respectful way.

2. Let ‘er rip
It’s important to recognize that having a distractable mind isn’t a bad thing. You’re 
not  lazy  or  lacking  in  discipline.  You’re  creative.  You’re  curious.  Your  mind  is 
naturally wired for discovery and insight!

When you have these gifts,  you can honor them by allowing time for them. You 
might still nibble on mental cheese puffs occasionally, but I invite you to be curious 
about what you’re longing to explore. And then do it!

Instead of obsessively watching cake decorating videos on YouTube, I signed up for 
a month-long fondant cake decorating class. It was so much more fun and engaging 
(and delicious) to practice this new skill than watching any video! What do you find 
fascinating? Make a date with it. Indulge it. Have fun!

3. Try something other than force
Have you ever noticed yourself  using force to focus on and complete something? 
Sometimes force is effective. Sometimes, no matter how much you force, your work 
starts to drag to a snail’s pace. Instead of strenuously pushing pushing pushing to 
get something done, give your brain some down time.

Give yourself  an on-purpose distraction.  Do something  different.  Get up,  move 
around, get the mail, stretch, put some stuff in the recycle bin. Just get away from 
the project for a few minutes and see what happens.

4. Write for clarity
When I’m super-distracted, I grab a blank sheet of paper and a purple pen, sit on 
the floor (away from my desk), and write down everything I’m trying to hold in my 
head.

Writing  things  by  hand  is  a  powerfully  integrative activity.  It  only takes  a  few 
minutes to get it all down on paper - and it feels like setting down a 10lb bag of  
cheese puffs. Get it all out of your head. Suddenly you feel lighter and clearer.

Once you’ve offloaded the list onto paper, I invite you to choose the one easiest,  
funnest,  most do-able thing  on the list.  When you start  doing  that one thing, 
overwhelm turns into focus and motivation. It’s amazingly simple and so effective!
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5. Practice slowing down
Sometimes distractibility is a sign that you’ve been busy and you expect to be busy 
for-basically-ever.  It’s  not fun,  and  lack  of  focus  is  a  symptom of  a  life out of  
balance. Slowing down can help.

Some people rightfully resist the idea of slowing down because it seems counter-
productive. How does slowing down get through the to-do list? Some are afraid if  
they slow down, they’ll never start back up again. As I mentioned, your brain can’t 
go-go-go constantly without compromising functionality.

The beauty of slowing down is contrast. When you take a break from the Internet 
for a weekend or afternoon,  or when you sit and read a book instead of  racing 
through email, you recalibrate your sense of what’s normal. You re-integrate a new, 
healthier pace for your brain and body. Sometimes you can even remember that 
there’s more to life than getting more stuff done (like hugging, savoring a meal, or 
contemplating clouds).

I’ve written a bunch about the value of retreating. So have Jen Louden and Elizabeth 
Gilbert and a gaggle of  other awesome people. Maybe there’s some merit to this 
slowing down thing. 

If you’re distracted, just know that you’re in good company. Setting an intention to 
be kind to yourself and compassionate in your solutions can make a big difference.

The power word that halts forgetfulness
As someone who’s been forgetful a lot of her life (okay, all), I have a lot of shame 
about forgetting things.  I  know people who have steel-trap minds and who can 
remember details from long ago, verbatim conversations,  and the year,  date and 
hour of significant events. I’m not one of those.

Under stress,  our brain functions less  smoothly.  The more I  focus  on how I’m 
forgetful, the more stress I feel. I tell myself, “I want to remember! I want to do it 
right! I don’t want to get caught forgetting something yet  again.” Thinking these 
kinds of thoughts actually increase my stress - making me more likely to forget.
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What  you  focus  on  gets  magnified.  When  I 
focus  on  forgetting  -  guess  what!  -  I  forget 
details,  dates,  and  other  important  things. 
More stress! Ack!

Over time I’ve discovered that focusing on what 
I do want (rather than what I don’t want) is a 
better way to make change happen. Specifically, 
I’m shifting my use of the phrase, “I forgot”.

What  I’m  saying  now  is,  “I  remember.”  I’m 
saying, “I just remembered to ask you…” and “I 
remembered today that I need to take out the 
recycling (instead of I forgot).” Because, if you 
think about it,  the moment that I  discover I 
forgot something I’ve actually remembered it! 
Which feels great! 

By saying remember instead of forget, I feel more confident, less anxious and better 
about myself. I’m discovering that I’m not as forgetful as I thought. It’s an upward 
spiral - by shifting my language and focus I’m remembering more.

Two remembering tools that are better than your 
memory

Your brain is such a powerful tool that science has yet to replicate its functioning for 
more than a second.

This eight pound blob inside your skull can dream, solve problems, react to danger, 
coordinate your body’s movements while dancing, and take in auditory information 
so fast that you can sing together with others. Your brain is a miracle.

Your brain on stress
Under stress,  however,  your brain thinks you’re being chased by a tiger.  Its only 
priority becomes survival. When you’re over-committed, short on time, and low on 
patience, your heart races, you feel short of breath, you want to run, fight, or hide.

When you’re being chased by an actual tiger, your memory doesn’t matter all that 
much. Since the number one priority is escape, your brain starts to short circuit. 

209

    I just 

remembered...



Under  stress,  your  brain’s  ability  to  store  and  retrieve  information  drops 
dramatically. Maybe you’ve noticed.

Although I’m sure you wouldn’t want to, a great way to increase your stress in those 
circumstances is to rely on your memory for important things. “Oh, I’ll remember 
that,” you say. Under less-stressful circumstances, you probably could. But under 
stress, your memory fails, thanks to all those stress hormones swirling around in 
your blood.

Stress-induced memory lapses
Here are some examples of memory lapses that may sound familiar:

• You make a snack or lunch to bring with you somewhere, but it gets left in 
the refrigerator.  You don’t remember it until  you get hungry,  miles  from 
home. (Stress!)

• You know you’ll remember that new person’s name, but you end up having 
one of those “Jane? No, Jan. Or was it Jen??” conversations in your head when 
you meet. (Stress!!)

• You think you’ll remember to pay that important bill, but you end up getting 
charged a late fee instead. (Stress!!!)

• The one I hate is when I know I’m supposed to be doing something today 
with someone else, and I have NO IDEA what it is. (STRESS!)

Not only will relying on your memory increase anxiety and stress - it also increases 
how likely your something important will  be forgotten.  So,  barring a week-long 
Caribbean vacation to relax, how can you increase your remembering abilities?

A kinder way to remember
While I  do hope you find some calm in your life,  your brain still  processes two 
things very well  -  even if  you’re running like crazy.  These two things are visual 
information and sensory (touch) information. The trick to remembering things in 
harried times is to give yourself visual and kinesthetic reminders.

Let’s go back to our examples for ideas

Visual memory tools
• Lunch/snack:  Put a note on your keys or purse that your snack is in the 

fridge.
• New name: Draw a new person’s name in your mind’s eye when you first 

learn it or imagine an object that sounds like their name. (Mike looks like an 
old-timey microphone, Patty looks like a Gardenburger).
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• Bill due: Write the due date on the bill in large, colorful print. Or tack it up 
vertically where you are sure to see it.

• Appointments: Write/record appointments on your calendar with all 5 Ws 
(who, what, when, where, why).

Kinesthetic memory tools
• Lunch/snack: Put your keys inside your lunch bag in the refrigerator (I have a 

friend who does this with great success!) or leave your snack on the floor in 
front of the door you usually exit.

• New name: As for a new person’s business card so that you have a physical 
object to connect with them (even write some details about them on the 
back)

• Bill due: If you use your computer to pay bills, leave that important bill on 
top of your computer keyboard so that the first thing you do is pay it.

No matter how stressed you are, using your eyes and body can be powerful memory 
triggers that relieve stress and anxiety.

Don’t  rely  on  your  memory  for  important  stuff.  Put  it  somewhere  (visual  or 
kinesthetic) and be happy.

Responding to emergencies without freaking out

An ordinary day
“Hmm… That’s strange,” I thought. “How come that page won’t load?”

I’  was online trying to view a page on my website but instead an error message 
appeared. So I typed my homepage URL and still… nothing.

“Uh-oh. My site is down.”

Then panic
Inspiredhomeoffice.com  is  my  livelihood.  Hundreds  of  articles,  dozens  of 
downloadable resources, and everything I offer for purchase lives there. If my site is 
down, Inspired Home Office makes no money, helps no one, and basically ceases to 
exist.
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Faced with this potentially dire issue, I had three choices.

Option 1: Agggh!
The first choice is  to freak out -  also known as  reacting.  Hyperventilating,  for 
example, sputtering, and letting loose a blue streak of curse words. Or searching 
frantically for the customer service info for BlueHost, dialing/tweeting, and spewing 
fountains  of  rage  at  not  being  able  to  reach  them.  Or reaming  out  the  poor,  
powerless soul who answers. 

Freaking out might also involve triangulating. In other words, actively seeking out 
other “victims”  of  this unfortunate circumstance and commiserating about how 
awful this company is for their various and myriad failings.

Freaking out also has a high cost.  Whatever else I  planned to do will  now get 
derailed  as  I  internally escalate the drama with  my self-righteous,  victim inner 
dialog.

Option 2: Respond meaningfully
The second choice is to respond. This involves mild panic (feeling are good - it’s 
just  what  you  do  with  them  that  matters),  but  the  feelings  are  applied 
constructively.

First, it helps me to remember that I’m not in control of the world (as much as I’d 
like to be the Big Boss from time to time). Control is an illusion. There’s only one 
Being that controls everything. Remembering my place in the universal web helps 
me calm down. A bit.

Focusing on what I  can do also helps. In this case, I checked trending topics on 
twitter and Google and learned about what’s  happening.  My web host is  a big 
enough company that many people are affected - and busy posting their freak outs. 
BlueHost is also tweeting about the situation, so I have the information I need.

I decide with great certainty that contacting them will accomplish nothing. Even 
their own site is down.

Responding means I do what I can, without giving extra energy to the things I can’t 
change. And what I  can do in this particular is communicate with my fans and 
followers about what’s  going on and encourage them to email  me if  they need 
anything.  The communication  lines  are still  open -  we’re just  creating  a  work-
around in the short run. And, unlike with freaking out, I’ve got energy to spare for 
other more pleasurable activities.
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Option 3: think strategically for the future
Last choice - which isn’t mutually exclusive to the others - is to reflect.

Having my site go down was,  to say the least,  a surprise.  BlueHost has been so 
consistently great for so many years, it never occurred to me to have a plan. In the 
future, I’ll  know that communicating with my social media channels will  be my 
default response.
If my host had more consistent issues with 
down time, I’d make a plan to move my site 
elsewhere to prevent the issue in the first 
place.

Planning puts me in an active role, reminds 
me of the control I  do have, and allows me 
to put my worries to rest. This allows me to 
focus on other, more important things.

The takeaway
With any system glitch,  you have a choice 
to react,  to respond,  and  to plan your 
future responses. It could be something as 
simple as the cat jumping on your desk and 
scattering  your  papers.  It  could  be  as 
stressful as (knock wood) an IRS audit.

If  you want to focus on the work you love and keep your life simple,  I strongly 
recommend practicing defaulting to the second two. Choosing to respond, rather 
than react, and planning what would work for you the next time.

Focus  your energies  on what  you  can do,  now and  in  the future,  and  practice 
releasing the worries, what-ifs, and drama.
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Chapter 10: What comes next

If you've arrived at this page, you may be feeling a bit excited to begin and a brain 
full of ideas. But where to start?

Well, I wouldn't have earned my compassionate 
organizing  chops  if  I  just  clapped  my hands 
together and told you to get cracking.  You've 
just spent a few hours  (or days)  reading this 
material; what you really need is a break, don't 
you  think?  Check  in  with  your  body  for  a 
moment and notice what you need; maybe you 
want a nap or a sandwich or a good brisk walk.

Honestly, the best thing you can do for the next 
day or two is nothing. Make space for the ideas 
you've read simmer and see what bubbles up to 
the top. 

In a day or two, a little idea may start niggling 
at you, a little flame will flicker in your heart, or 
you'll hear the same whispered message to do a 
particular thing. Heed it. This is your Wise Self 
speaking.

Whatever you do, don't take on a huge heap of tasks or anything that starts with “I 
should...” or “I have to...” That would be terrible. Instead, allow yourself to dream 
about what you want,  and start to follow your intuition,  slowly,  gently,  lovingly 
toward what you desire. This is the best way I know how to advise you on the path 
toward a nurturing, inspiring creative space.

If you want help with that dreaming part, my Wish Kit is a workbook that helps you 
clarify what you want your space to look and feel like, so you can gently create an 
inspired and compelling plan to get there.

Above all, remember that you're learning a whole new way of being with yourself as 
you change this challenging area of your life. Be gentle. Expect setbacks (they're part 
of learning), but keep taking tiny steps forward.
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Thank you for allowing me to share this journey with you. I am deeply honored. 
And remember, dear heart, if I did it, you can do it, too.
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To Mary Blasko, Marissa Bracke, Kathy and Jerry Hofmann, Melanie Schow, Creative 
Haveners, Mark Silver, Marcia Bagnall, and the myriad people who've inspired and 
encouraged me over the years (you know who you are), I am more grateful that I can 
express. From my heart, I dedicate this book to you.

216



About Jen

Before my ADD diagnosis at the age of 32, I kept trying to 
implement the “shoulds”  of  organization – and failing. 
Repeatedly. Embarrassingly.

When  people  share  what  it's  like  to  be  completely 
overwhelmed by chaos, I completely get it. That’s why my 
approach  to  organizing  is  gentle  and  not  preachy. 
Instead,  I  share what I've learned about how uniquely 
awesome every brain is, and how to set up systems that 
work with what you naturally do well.  This avoids any 
further self-flagellation.

Given  my  own  background,  I  went  into  this  organizing  thing  kicking  and 
screaming. However, a lot of encouraging friends convinced me to go for it because 
their lives were transformed with my help. It turns out that I've got some handy life 
experience  that  helps,  including  a  degree  in  secondary  education,  a  redesign 
certificate from the School of Interior Redesign, and experience teaching business 
classes at my local community college.

I  combine my skills as a teacher,  designer, organizer,  and healer so that creative 
souls can create an inspiring space for doing what they love. I’m truly honored to 
play a role in the lives of so many fascinating, accomplished people.

When I’m not in my own inspired office, my partner and I like to do nerdy stuff like 
bird  watching,  geocaching,  playing  with  the  cats,  and  looking  things  up  on 
Wikipedia.  We also travel  and visit our far-flung friends and family around the 
world. It’s a pretty cool planet we live on – so I like to get out of my office and enjoy 
it as often as possible. Please stop by Inspired Home Office and say hi!
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