
good.net.nz   28 good.net.nz   29

Smarter living

life

Like Mole in the The Wind in the Willows,  
we often find spring, with its ‘spirit of divine 
discontent and longing’, the perfect time to 

reorganise our homes and our personal lives. 
Here’s 21 great ways to sort out your house  

and your head before summer arrives

The fresh smell in the air, the 
unfamiliar warmth in the breeze,  
the urge to get out and do 

something! Spring arrives in a flurry, 
bringing with it energy, depth and a need 
for change.

This trend is global. In Iran, the New 
Year (Nowruz) falls on the vernal equinox 
in March, and the two weeks before are a 
hive of activity: new clothes are bought 
for the whole family and every inch of 
the house is cleaned. In China the New 
Year, also called Spring Festival, at the 
end of January is precluded by a few days 
of cleaning to rid the house of bad luck, 
and in the two days that follow cleaning 
is banned to avoid sweeping away good 

fortune brought in with the festivities.
One theory around why this frenzy 

grips us each spring concerns access to 
sunlight. During winter, we’re exposed to 
less sunlight due to shorter, often dreary 
days. This lack of exposure to light causes 
the pineal gland to produce melatonin – 
the sleepiness hormone. Conversely, when 
we’re exposed to sunlight, our bodies 
produce far less melatonin. It’s possible 
that we spring-clean simply because we 
wake up from a winter-long melatonin-
induced stupor and find more energy as 
the days grow longer. Or it might just be 
that, having been trapped inside all winter 
with the ash from the fire and the mice 
in the cellar, we’re keen to fling open the 
doors to warmer, fresher air. Whatever 
the cause, the majority of us find spring 
a great time to get organised, start new 
projects and sort out those burning issues 
we just couldn’t face up to in the cold.

21ways to
spring-clean

your
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1 Shake things up
The link between activity and 

positive mental attitude is well 
documented, with various studies 
showing an increase in endorphins and 
serotonin, and a decrease in cortisol 
after exercise. “after the earthquakes 
I was actively involved in addressing 
the loss of facilities and the importance 
of exercise to relieve stress, bolster 
spirits and foster opportunities for 
participation and social connections,” 
says Diana Saxton, community 
recreation adviser for Christchurch 
City Council. “a great example of this 
was The Breeze Walking Festival, 
launched as a direct response to the 
earthquakes in the hard-hit eastern side 
of Christchurch. The festival has proven 
very popular and it is now into its third 
year, as a city-wide event.” 

2 Colour your life
Colour is the result of light waves 

being interpreted by your brain at 
different frequencies – and some 
of those jar more than others, just 
like noise. Catherine North from the 
academy of healing arts in auckland is 
a certified colour therapist and trainer. 
“all colours radiate energy and that 

can be harnessed for positive use 
by each of us,” she says. “For 

example, yellow promotes 
clear thinking and 
optimism, red is a high-
energy colour and blue is 
all about communication.” 
using colour can be as 
involved as redecorating, 

or as simple as accessorising with a 
scarf, but it’s very personal. If you feel 
drawn to a colour, embrace it. “Trust 
yourself,” says Catherine. “What makes 
you feel good is probably what you 
need.” visit www.aha.org.nz for more.

3 Music therapy
The positive effect music has on 

the brain has been proven by science 
again and again. One study has shown 
brainwaves resonate in sync with a 
beat: the faster the beat, the more 
focused you will be. It can increase 
creativity and optimism, and slow your 
heart rate and breathing. Music can 
also lower blood pressure, stroke risk, 
boost your immune system and ease 
muscle tension. 

Making music part of your daily 
routine – soft songs in the morning, 
your favourite radio station at lunch – 
means you can weave all these benefits 
into your life without actually having to 
‘do’ anything. 

Turn to page 62 for Sally Bodkin-
allen’s wisdom on the power of song. 

4 Smile 
even if you feel miserable, the 

physical act of grinning will lift your 
mood. a 2009 study at the university 
of Cardiff, Wales, found people whose 
ability to frown is inhibited by Botox 
injections, are actually happier. a later 
study from Munich showed people 
who use Botox had lower brain activity 
in emotion-processing brain circuits 
when they tried to frown than people 
who didn’t; a 2008 study showed 
people who frown during unpleasant 
procedures reported feeling more pain 
than people whose faces were neutral.

1 Learn to say no
In this fast-paced, digital world, the 

pressure is on to be everywhere, do 
everything and post about it on your 
social networks. But researchers in 
Washington found people who always 
feel rushed are less likely to be happy 
than people who almost never feel 
rushed – and the best way to not feel 
rushed is to start saying no.

“Many people find it a challenge to 
say ‘no’ to others,” says Fiona robards 
in her book What Makes You Happy?. 
“Sometimes people get into the habit 
of letting others make decisions for 
them. Take responsibility for your 
own decisions. You do not need to 
apologise for saying no.”

2 Take time to be grateful
Is your glass half empty or half 

full? Taking the time to appreciate the 
things you like about your life, rather 
than fixating on the things you want 
to change, is a great way to give your 
mood a boost and feel more focused.

“people who perceive a large gap 
between what they have and what they 
want are unhappier than those who 
perceive the gap is smaller,” says Fiona. 
“Be grateful for what is already going 
well. as some people say, ‘happiness 
is wanting what we have, rather than 
having what we want.’”

3 Banish ‘analysis paralysis’
“We carry so many ‘shoulds’ – 

from society, from the workplace, 
from our family and friends, from the 
constant ping of our iphones – that it’s 
sometimes hard to find our authentic 
selves within all the mental clutter,” 
says Barbara kelley, co-author of 
Undecided: How to Ditch the Endless 
Quest for Perfect and Find the Career – 
and Life – That’s Right for You.

Barbara says the success of 
the women’s movement has left 
us stumped by seemingly limitless 
options, leading to ‘analysis paralysis’. 

“We may have been raised to believe 
we can have it all, but what we hear is 
that we have to do it all. There’s only 
so much of us to go around, and we 
should use ourselves wisely.”

Barbara warns us off comparing 
our lives to other people. “The great 
temptation is to use your friends for 
comparison and fantasise about the 
perfect lives they’re living. But when 
you fall for this ‘grass is greener’ 
business, you not only find yourself 
falling short but you lose sight of the 
fact that those supposedly perfect 
women – aren’t.” Focus on what you 
want, not what you think you should 
want. Be happy for your friends without 
letting their success distract you. 

4 Be compassionate 
a 2011 Canadian study published 

in the Journal of happiness Studies 
showed those given a specific 
compassionate task felt greater 
happiness and self-esteem than 
those in the control group over a 
six-month period. Meanwhile, a 2010 
study from the university of North 
Carolina demonstrated compassionate 
acts boost the positive effects of the 
vagus nerve that slows our heart rate, 
therefore reducing the risk of heart 
disease. Other studies have shown 
compassionate people are more 
resilient to stress, have more friends 
and make better partners and parents. 

even better, according to The 
greater good Science Center, 
compassion isn’t something you're 
born with, but something cultivated 
and strengthened through use. 
Seek common ground, stop looking 
for blame when things go wrong, 
encourage cooperation and notice 
how good compassion feels. Don’t be 
a sponge, though: be receptive to the 
way others feel, but don’t feel those 
emotions as your own. See www.
greatergood.berkeley.edu for more. 

5 Breathe
“Deep breathing, such as the 

type of breathing you might use in 
yoga practice, oxygenates the brain,” 
says auckland-based psychologist 
gwendoline Smith. “More oxygen in 
the brain encourages more rational 
thought.” Deep breathing can also 
trigger your body’s natural relaxation 
response (slowing your heart rate) and 
metabolism, decreasing blood pressure 
and improving arterial health. There 
are lots of different techniques, but the 
easiest one is to lie on your back, place 
your right hand on your chest 
and your left hand on your belly 
button. Inhale deeply into 
your abdomen: your left hand 
should rise while your right 
hand should not. Do this one 
with kids by getting them to 
put a teddy bear on their belly 
button; it’s a fun way to relieve 
stress and break tension.

ways to boost 
your mood ways to 

slow down

Smarter living

Let’s begin by 
taking a smallish 

nap or two
WINNIe The pOOh

Peace begins with a smile
 MOTher TereSa

54 i am never five minutes into stripping  
the clutter from my life before i start running 

into the clutter that is my life 
 rOBerT BraulT
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having an orderly home is more than 
just making decisions about the things 
you do and don’t need. as we walk 
through life, we collect items that 
help create and define our personal 
narrative – our image of ourselves. 
Whether it’s a wall-dominating piece 
of abstract art or the homer Simpson 
corkscrew you got for your 21st, our 
possessions tell a story about us. So 
to move on from them is, in some 
small way, to leave a part of ourselves 
behind. But that shouldn’t deter you 
from having a clear-out. Our persona 
is constantly changing and developing, 
and your home and possessions should 
reflect that. 

“There is an enormous correlation 
between anxiety or depressive 
disorders, and hoarding,” says 
gwendoline. people unable to 
discard possessions are often unable 
to move on emotionally in life as 
well. It’s important to give meaning 
to the things we own, but it’s also 
important to recognise if and when the 
importance of it has passed.

professional organiser Natalie Jane 
from www.beorganised.co.nz shares her 
top three tips.

It’s not just photo storage benefiting 
from the digital revolution; it seems 
the days of having to physically hold 
on to mundane items are long gone as 
well. Most utility companies will now 
send you a bill online, or allow you to 
log into your account directly, reducing 
piles of pesky paperwork; the majority 
of banks and credit card companies 
also offer the same service. But once 
you’ve downloaded your documents, 
where do you put them? Shoeboxed 
(www.shoeboxed.com) offers a ‘forever 
free’ cloud-based account, where you 
can send your scanned receipts and 
documents via an app on your phone, 
email or the web uploader. For those 
less technically minded, you can even 
send the physical documents to their 
uS headquarters and they will upload 
them for you.

“Your mind wants to sabotage your 
projects, so bypass it,” says Oliver 
Burkeman, Guardian columnist and 
author of The Antidote: Happiness 
for People Who Can’t Stand Positive 
Thinking. he has noted that most 
self-help strategies require you to get 
motivated, think positively and feel good 
about yourself before you take action. 

“research has shown that self-
affirmation can actually make people 
feel worse, and that if you focus too 
hard on being happy or successful, you 
can become overwhelmed.”

Oliver encourages us to embrace 
our pessimism. “accepting or even 
embracing negative attitudes can be 
a positive thing in itself,” he says. “You 
don’t have to feel like doing something 
to actually do it – and do it well.”

Oliver’s own experience of writing 
his book entrenched that belief. "each 
day, I set myself a task to write a 
certain number of words. If I’d thought 
about it in terms of achieving the 
perfect chapter, or writing something 
mind-blowing or revolutionary, I would 
have been too intimidated to go on."

Instead of trying to get yourself 
psyched up to do something brilliant, 
focus on specific goals. Oliver suggests 
writing them down on a to-do list as 
clear and direct instructions, such 
as ‘pick up the phone and call John’ 
or ‘Turn on your computer and send 
email to publisher’. That way you don’t 
actually have to engage your brain and 
think about what needs to be done, 
you just need to carry out the action. 
"Think about the process, not the 
achievement," says Oliver.

“It has been clearly established (by research) that, overall, women enjoy 
shopping a lot more than men,” say Stella Minahan and Michael Beverland 
in their book Why Women Shop. “In australia women buy or influence more 
than 80 percent of consumer purchases. australian women in the age group 
of 18–24 alone possess $11 billion a year in disposable income.”

Consumer marketeers understand this. They target women through 
everything from the colour of packets to the way in which staff interact with 
the customer. The whole experience triggers a positive chemical response 
in a woman’s brain, encouraging us to buy more. 

“We often talk about ‘retail therapy’, but this is joking on the square. 
Shopping actually helps women deal with stress,” says gwendoline Smith. 
But it does mean you may end up with a pile of things you don’t need. 
“There is nothing harmful in a little self-indulgence, but just think about 
why you are spending the dollars in the first place and make sure it’s on 
something worthwhile.”

1 Start small
Sometimes the very thought of 

change can be so overwhelming it’s 
easier to put it off until ‘tomorrow’ than 
get stuck in. But stress builds when 
you put a task off. “Break the job into 
manageable sections, even if it’s just 
a small box,” suggests Natalie. “agree 
with yourself to spend a set time on 
it each week, set an alarm and reward 
yourself after. You will be amazed by 
how much you will achieve.”

2 Phone a friend 
“Decluttering can be a very 

emotional process, and I work with 
people over long periods to make 
difficult decisions,” says Natalie. 
“But if you don’t want to work with 
a professional, then a good friend 

can also be helpful.” Invite your most 
pragmatic friend over and have some 
clear questions for them. remember 
they are there to clarify your thoughts, 
not make decisions for you. 

3 Donate, upcycle, repurpose 
“Often when I visit people for the 

first time, they are afraid I’m going to 
tell them to throw away their precious 
things,” says Natalie. “In reality, I just 
encourage them to come to their own 
rational decisions – and that usually 
involves repurposing or donating an 
item, not giving it to landfill.” Think 
laterally about your possessions; 
consider what else they could be used 
for and who else might benefit before 
you either hold on to things you don’t 
need, or throw them away.

Smarter living

ways to de-clutter 
your home3

Women love stuff
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The power  
of pessimism 

Clean up  
your e-clutter
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ORIGINAL
BABY SLEEP BAG

ESTABLISHED 2003

Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed

ORIGINALNew Zealand

BABY SLEEP BAG

ESTABLISHED 2003

Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed
Qualit y Guaranteed

DOME SYSTEM 
FOR EASE OF USE

FULL LENGTH ZIP ALLOWING 
SLEEPBAG TO OPEN COMPLETELY 

FLAT FOR EASY CHANGING

SUPERFINE MERINO PJS

the natural choiceM E R I N O  K I D STM

O u r  n e w  S p r i n g  C o l l e c t i o n  i s  d u e  i n  s t o c k  t h i s  S e p t e m b e r. 
E n t e r  c o u p o n  c o d e  ‘ GOODMAG’  w h e n  p l a c i n g  y o u r  o r d e r  o n l i n e  a n d  r e c e i v e  1 5 %  O F F.  T & C ’s  a p p l y

NEW LIMITED EDITION SPRING COLLECTION
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Standard Weight Go Go Bag

100% Superfine Merino Lining & 
100% Organic Cotton Outer
NB-2yrs & 2-4yrs

Cocooi Newborn Babywrap
100% Superfine Merino
NB-3mths
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Superfine Merino Pyjamas 
100% Superfine Merino
6-12mths, 12-24mths, 2-3yrs, 
3-4yrs, 4-5yrs

SEATBELT VENT FOR USE    
IN THE CAR OR BUGGY

ways to 
display 
your stuff

In her book The Stuff of Life, hilary 
robertson looks at the way real people 
have organised their homes. hilary 
herself is a natural collector and stylist. 
She says, “For me, making a home 
was about the layers of things that are 
acquired over time … It’s a museum 
of me. I think that all ‘stuff’, even the 
most quotidian, can be beautiful if it is 
arranged as if it is important.”

1 Pare down your life
In the Copenhagen home of handbag 

designer Yvonne kone, you will find 
rooms stripped to the necessities while 
still looking beautiful. In the bedroom, 
Yvonne’s low bed eliminates the need 
for bedside tables, walls are left neutral 
and the only colour is from the rug.

2 Keep your spaces flexible
a modular sofa and minimal 

furnishings give Yvonne the freedom to 
change her living space as the occasion 

requires, without compromising her 
personal style.

3 Create a personal altar
By confining all your clutter to one 

space you are making a strong personal 
statement, yet not imposing your 
personality across the whole house. Set 
up your belongings in a way that tells a 
story or describes part of your life: they 
may look random to visitors, but to 
your family they will be a reminder of 
past times.

4 Display 
everyday 

objects
Manhattan-based liza 
Sherman is described 
as "an original thinker" 
whose belongings 
move around her 
apartment in an ever-
changing story. She 
likes to display all 
her belongings, not 
just the artwork and 
the vases. She uses 

mismatched shelves to divide the open-
plan kitchen/dining area, placing water 
jugs, mixing bowls and other functional 
objects in full view, close at hand. 

5 In the zone
Bohemian Brooklyn resident alina 

preciado divides her open-plan loft 
apartment into living ‘zones’ using the 
arrangement of furniture and cowhide 
rugs to identify different areas of 
activity. She applies this system to 
organising her possessions as well. She 
has an assortment of baskets hung by 
the door, each one containing different 
items she might need to take out with 
her – dry-cleaning in one, library books 
in another.

6 Contain and control
alina uses a wooden tray divided into 

sections to hold accessories. This keeps 
them contained yet visible, and easy 
to move for cleaning. It’s a stylish focal 
point to an otherwise empty desk.

Smarter living

The Stuff of Life
By Hilary Robertson. 
Photography by Anna Williams, 
published by Ryland Peters & 
Small, distributed by Bookreps 
NZ, $50
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