
S E N T I M E N T A L  C L U T T E R

Goodbye to All That
Identifying your attachment to things can help you  

unburden your heart and declutter your l ife.
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yourself to feel one emotion at a time. Reading or 

having someone read a list of emotions can be 

useful. Some common positive emotions are 

nostalgia, sentimentality, and joy, while negative 

ones include loss, grief, regret, sadness, and anger. 

Next, dig deeper and ask yourself why you’re 

feeling a specific emotion. That never-used fondue 

set, in and of itself, probably doesn’t make you sad. 

But perhaps the set came from your mom, and 

you’re sad because she passed away unexpectedly. 

“Identify the feeling and its source, and then make 

sure you want to have whatever feeling the item is 

bringing,” says Katie Tracy, CPO, author of Behind 

the Closed Door: The Mental Stress of Physical 

Stuff. You’re in charge here! Simply knowing that 

you can acknowledge your sadness for your mom, 

with or without that fondue pot, makes it easier to 

evaluate whether you really need to keep the item 

in your life any longer. 

L E T T I NG G O  C A N  B E  H A R D . Professional organizer 

Jonda Beattie once had a client who inherited her 

late grandfather’s electric organ. “She wanted to 

make an exercise room, but this organ was in there, 

unused and covered in a blanket.” A massive 

instrument that no one in your home knows how to 

play might seem like an obvious thing to let go of, but 

love was holding the client back. She loved her 

grandfather and knew he loved his organ while he was 

alive. “It took her three years to finally remove it,” says 

Beattie, co-owner with Diane Quintana of Release, 

Repurpose, Reorganize. “A person has to be ready; it 

doesn’t necessarily happen a year after a death.” 

First Stop: Emotional Baggage Claim

Whether holding on to your children’s artwork, your 

mother’s favorite Hummel figurines, or your high 

school prom dress, many items you’re saving are 

loaded with intense emotions. That’s why you stash 

things under a bed, pack a few more boxes into the 

attic, or rent a storage unit. Each of these choices  

is easier than figuring out the specific emotions 

linked to an item. 

Yet that’s what professional organizers say needs 

to happen to move forward with your life. “If you 

can get to a place where you’re no longer attached 

to individual items and can say, ‘I’m ready to let go 

of most of these things,’ the next step can be truly 

freeing,” says certified KonMari consultant Amanda 

Jefferson of Indigo Organizing. 

Start to figure out your feelings by holding or 

touching an item you think you want to let go of but 

haven’t yet. It’s OK to feel jumbled at first, but coach 
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12 Ways to Let Go 

While understanding—and then redefining—your 

emotional ties to your stuff is the most powerful 

way to clear sentimental clutter, there are additional 

ways to get the job done. Here are a dozen of our 

favorite strategies from professional organizers.

START SMALL 

Letting go of personal effects can be overwhelming, 

especially if you’ve recently lost a loved one, says 

Judy Penders, owner of Ducks in a Row Home 

Organizing in Honeoye Falls, New York. Begin the 

process with a minor project. “Start with a sock 

drawer, then an underwear drawer, then move on to 

a T-shirt drawer,” Penders says. When working in an 

emotionally charged space—the family home that’s 

about to be sold, a parent’s bedroom—Penders 

recommends starting in one corner and moving bit 

by bit around the room. “As we go, I can see the 

release in my clients’ faces. They feel they are 

making progress,” she says. 

BUILD MOMENTUM 

To keep clients from getting overwhelmed, Jefferson 

relies on the classic KonMari decluttering sequence: 

clothing, books, paper, miscellaneous, and finally 

sentimental. “You can kick the can on sentimental 

with this system,” she says. “Going category by 

category rather than room by room is more efficient 

for many clients. And by the time you get to 

sentimental items, you’ll be more emotionally 

ready,” particularly if you want to donate things, 

Jefferson says. 

THINK KEEPER S

When decluttering, your natural inclination is to 

purge the broken, the outdated, and the no longer 

useful. Rather than this critical approach, redefine 

your role. You can still be the judge, but instead tell 

yourself you’re selecting the best or your favorite. 

This positive perspective may even inspire  

“People are afraid of getting  

rid of something they will  

regret. They try to protect  

their future selves from  

being angry with their today 

selves for making a choice.”  
— K A T H Y  V I N E S ,  P R O F E S S I O N A L  O R G A N I Z E R



SET A SIZE AND STICK TO IT

Before you dive into a category of sentimental 

clutter that seems out of control (those boxes of 

high school memorabilia, every toy your child had 

from age zero to 13), decide how much real estate 

you’re able and willing to dedicate to a topic. Your 

answer might be one closet, an entire shelf in the 

basement, a 10-gallon plastic tub, or a single 

hanging folder in your filing cabinet. There’s isn’t 

one right answer for how much to keep, just a right 

answer for how you want to use your space. 

PHOTO FINISH

Photos are a great way to honor someone’s memory 

without having their stuff in your closet (which isn’t 

really honoring them anyway). Find an old photo of 

Grandpa in his favorite recliner or take a photo of 

yourself in it, then let go of that behemoth blocking 

your path to the washing machine. 

you to come up with creative ways to show off  

or use the items you choose to keep. 

 

WEIGH COST VER SUS VALUE

“But it was expensive” is a top reason people keep 

all sorts of things. (Even if you didn’t purchase the 

item yourself, you may know that your dad saved 

for a year before he splurged on his favorite fishing 

rod, which is now gathering dust in your garage.)

Ask yourself whether you (or dear ol’ dad) got 

your money’s worth out of the purchase. If yes and 

you no longer want the item around, give it away 

guilt-free. If no, stop thinking about the cost of the 

original purchase and focus instead on the mental 

space or emotional real estate it’s costing you today. 

“I like to talk with clients about what value the  

item has now and in the foreseeable future,” 

professional organizer Kathy Vines says. “What is it 

taking from them to continue to hold on to it? It’s 

more than the money.”
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ONE FOR ALL 

If you’ve got a lot of the same thing—perhaps a stash 

of old volleyball T-shirts—choose one to represent 

the many. There are several ways you can go about 

this. Get creative or try some of Jefferson’s favorite 

suggestions she uses with her clients: 

• Frame the best one, or just a portion  

of it, and hang it on the wall.

• Take a photo of you wearing it and  

post it on social media.

• Create a chatbook (a series of digital  

photos downloaded into a hardbound book).

• Send the shirts to an online source like 

projectrepat.com to have a quilt made. 

PREP FOR DIFFICULT CONVER S ATIONS 

It’s tough to get rid of items when the people who 

gave them to you are still present in your life. 

Jefferson suggests writing a script for how to 

respond if Aunt Suzy comes over and asks what 

happened to that velvet painting she gave you. Tell 

her in a kind tone that you’re “doing the KonMari 

thing of letting go of things that don’t spark joy,” 

Jefferson says. “Say, ‘You, Aunt Suzy, spark joy, but 

the painting does not.’ The gift giver doesn’t want 

the gift to be a burden for you.” 

HAVE A TO-GO PART Y 

Make an event of letting go by sending out 

invitations to family members. You can set a date or 

piggyback on the holidays. When family members 

arrive, give them a bin to fill with whatever they 

want and a sheet of color-coded stickers to mark 

larger items to move later. “Set the ground rules and 

be ruthless,” Jefferson says. “This is the deadline and 

here’s the date.” 

FO CUS ON SECOND CHANCES 

You will feel better getting rid of things when you 

know that the items will be valued by someone else. 

As you address  

sentimental clutter, remind 

yourself that memories are 

not in things, but rather in 

your heart and mind. 



Your nephew might get a kick out of working with 

his grandfather’s hand tools. Your neighbor with a 

toddler will appreciate a well-loved tricycle. Caveat: 

Always ask family and friends before giving them 

items. You don’t want to make your burden 

someone else’s.  

    If they pass, look for a charity you believe in. Aunt 

Sylvia’s old dining table will truly have a rich life in 

the apartment of a family recently relocated and in 

need of furnishings. And when it comes to donating, 

“Don’t get too caught up in finding the perfect 

charity,” Quintana says. “Just trust that your items 

will get into the hands of people who need them.” 

RECRUIT A NEUTR AL HELPER 

Objectivity is the essential quality for a partner 

when tackling sentimental clutter. Rather than 

asking your brother to help clear Grandma’s attic, 

call on your no-nonsense friend (and buy her a  

nice meal for her assistance). You’ll get more  

done and skip the emotional side trips. 

HIRE S OMEONE

“Find a professional organizer who will listen, who 

lets you know that everything is confidential, and 

who will be respectful of and take good care of your 

things,” Penders says. “Everyone has a story to tell, 

and letting go of things is an emotional and private 

process.” Remember that the work of an organizing 

professional isn’t about making your pantry neat. 

“It’s about helping you live more freely and happily 

in your own life,” Vines says. “I want you to be 

kinder to yourself than to your stuff.” 

WHERE TO 

LE T IT G O

CHARITIES 

Most of the well-known 

national organizations 

make house calls. Check 

their websites to find out 

what they accept. Try  

the Salvation Army;  

AmVets National Service 

Foundation; Vietnam 

Veterans of America; 

Goodwill; Habitat for 

Humanity; or Planet Aid  

(it has a “give back box” 

campaign, which can help 

you get rid of that tower of 

Amazon boxes in your 

garage). Or get in touch 

with local charities; many 

will pick up goods.

HAULERS 

For a fee, these companies 

will remove what you want, 

haul it to thrift stores, 

recycle centers, or 

hospitals—and provide you 

with the receipts. Try 

companies like 1-800-Got-

Junk?; The Junkluggers; or 

College Hunks Hauling 

Junk & Moving. 

ESTATE SALES 

These services sell or 

auction large quantities  

of household goods.  

Start your research at 

estatesales.net. Hire a 

service only after you 

review a service agreement 

and understand their fees 

and payment timelines. 


