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Copyright Notice 

Hidden Clutter: The Simple System to Declutter Your Life, Clear Your Mind,  

and Reduce Overwhelm 

Copyright © 2026 Ethan L. Colemere 

All rights reserved. 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, stored in a retrieval system, 

or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic, mechanical, 

photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the 

copyright holder, except for brief quotations used in reviews or critical articles. 

This free preview is provided for personal use only and may not be sold, altered, 

or redistributed without permission. 

The information contained in this publication is intended for educational and 

informational purposes only. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, the 

author and publisher make no representations or warranties regarding the 

completeness or suitability of the information provided. Readers are responsible for 

applying the ideas and strategies presented at their own discretion. 

Published by Hidden Clutter Publishing 

For more resources, worksheets, and practical tools, visit: 

https://www.hiddenclutter.com 

Ready to explore Hidden Clutter in More depth?  

Discover the complete Hidden Clutter book and learn how to identify and reduce the 
invisible overload affecting your everyday life. Scan the QR code or click the book cover 
below to find out more. 

  

https://www.hiddenclutter.com/
https://www.hiddenclutter.com/
https://www.hiddenclutter.com/system
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Chapter One 
Why You Still Feel Overwhelmed 

(Even When It Looks Fine) 
 

 
 

here’s a moment at the end of the day when everything should feel okay. The 

dishes are mostly done. Backpacks are lined up by the door like obedient little 

soldiers. The living room looks “Instagram tidy” if you angle the camera just right. 

Maybe you even checked off a few to-dos, answered the school/work email, threw in a 

load of laundry, and remembered to move it to the dryer before it fermented. 

From the outside, it looks like you’re winning. 

Inside, though, your brain feels like a browser with 47 windows open, three of them 

frozen, one of them blaring mystery music. You’re tired but wired. You’re scrolling your 

phone while half-watching a show you’ve already seen, while also mentally planning 

tomorrow’s breakfast, while also criticizing yourself for not meditating instead. 

And underneath all of that: a quiet, persistent question. 

“Why am I still this overwhelmed when nothing is that bad?” 

This chapter is about that question. 

It’s not about how to color-code your pantry or fold your underwear into smug little 

rectangles. It’s about the weird, maddening experience of doing “all the right things” and 

still feeling like your brain is carrying a full Costco haul up three flights of stairs. Every 

day. 

You’re not broken. You’re not lazy. You’re not secretly terrible at adulthood. 

You’re just carrying more than you can see. 

Let’s pull that invisible load into the light… gently, with snacks. 

T 
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The “Tidy House, No Peace” Paradox 

If you’ve ever looked around your home and thought, “Honestly, this is fine… so why do 

I feel like I’m drowning?” you’ve met the paradox. 

You can keep the dishes cycling, surfaces semi-clear, everyone alive, work emails 

answered, and still feel like your mind is buzzing on twelve radio stations. The mismatch 

between “looks okay” and “feels awful” is confusing enough that many people assume 

the problem must be them. 

Spoiler: it’s not you. 

It’s the gap between what’s visible and what you’re actually carrying. 

On the surface, your environment may look decent: counters wiped, toys vaguely 

corralled, floors passable. But internally, your brain is quietly running a 24/7 operations 

center. It’s tracking the permission slip due Friday, the birthday gift you still need to 

order, the dentist you’ve been “meaning to call” for nine months, the group text you 

haven’t replied to, and the fact that you’re down to the last two chicken nuggets in the 

freezer. You can stand in a tidy kitchen while your inbox looks like a digital avalanche. 

You can sit in a made bed while your mental to-do list scrolls past like movie credits that 

never end. 

Inside, you’re less “peaceful domestic superhero” and more “air traffic controller during 

a storm.” There’s constant scanning: What’s next? What did I forget? Low-grade 

urgency hums in the background even when you’re on the couch. You never feel fully 

off duty, because somewhere in the back of your mind, you’re sure a ball is about to 

drop, and you will be the one catching it with your face. 

That feeling is not evidence that you’re failing. It’s a signal that the load - the number of 

things, decisions, and responsibilities competing for your attention - has blown past 

what your brain and body can comfortably handle. 

Many of us try to answer that signal with more “organization.” You buy the cute planner. 

You download the new task app. You get bins. So many bins. You set up a color-coding 

system that would impress NASA. 

For about… ten days. 

Then life happens. A kid gets sick. Work heats up. You skip a few days of your beautiful 

new routine. The planner pages go blank. The baskets fill with random objects that you 

have no idea why they’re in there. And suddenly the system that was supposed to help 

feels like another thing to manage. 

https://www.hiddenclutter.com/
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This is the sneaky “maintenance cost” of organization: any system you create has to be 

fed time and attention to stay alive. If it demands more from you than it gives back - if 

updating the planner takes longer than just… dealing with the day - it quietly becomes a 

new form of clutter. The more elaborate the system, the higher the cost. You don’t need 

more choreography; you need fewer things to choreograph. 

Your overwhelm is probably not from a lack of clever containers. It’s from too many 

inputs, too many things, tasks, messages, and micro-responsibilities vying for scarce 

brain space. 

Some of those inputs don’t look like clutter, so you don’t count them. But they behave 

exactly like that pile of junk mail on the counter. Think of things like: 

● Notifications popping up all day, each one a tiny “Look at me!”   

● A sea of open browser tabs “you’ll get back to.”   

● Household logistics, rides, snacks, permission slips, practices.   

● “Just in case” items crammed into closets and drawers.   

● Subscriptions and memberships you half-forgot you’re still paying for. 

Individually, none of these seems like a big deal. Taken together, they form a kind of 

background smog: a constant, low-level mental vigilance. Your brain is continually 

scanning: Should I answer that? Do I need this? Did I schedule that? Am I wasting this? 

It’s this accumulation of tiny demands that creates what we’ll call your clutter load - the 

total weight of everything quietly tugging on your attention. 

So, when you feel that “I should be fine, but I’m not” sensation, instead of thinking, 

“What’s wrong with me?” try a tiny experiment. 

Treat your overwhelm as data. 

Instead of “I’m too sensitive” or “I just need to be more disciplined,” ask: 

● Where in my day do I feel the most friction?   

● What do I avoid opening or dealing with because it feels heavy?   

● What keeps pinging my brain at 2 a.m.?   

You’re not on trial here; you’re doing field research on your own life. That pivot from 

blame to investigation is the first real step out of chronic overwhelm. 

https://www.hiddenclutter.com/
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Because if the mess you can see isn’t explaining how overloaded you feel, something 

else is going on behind the scenes. The rest of this book will call that “something else” 

by its real name: hidden clutter. 

The Myth of “Just Get Organized” 

If you grew up anywhere near modern society, you have been marinated in one big 

message: good people are productive, organized, and on top of things at all times. 

Productivity culture is like an over-caffeinated friend who never stops talking. It 

whispers, “You should be doing more.” It applauds your busy schedule. It side-eyes 

your rest. It suggests that if you’re not maximizing every moment, optimizing every 

routine, and squeezing extra tasks into the cracks of your day, you’re somehow wasting 

your life. 

This is how we end up with to-do lists that read like epic poems and calendars that look 

like Tetris played by a maniac. 

Clinical psychologist Natalie Dattilo calls one version of this “toxic productivity” - that 

internal pressure to be productive at all times, even when there’s nothing urgent to do. 
Terri, a C‑suite executive and parent, couldn’t tolerate even a few minutes in the school 

pickup line without spiraling. Every pause felt like failure. She wasn’t just busy; she felt 

trapped by her obligations, convinced that stepping away, even briefly, would be 

catastrophic. 

Sound familiar? 

Toxic productivity and its famous cousin, burnout, feed on the same myth: if you’re 

overwhelmed, you just need more discipline. Try harder. Get up earlier. Buy another 

planner and really use it this time. 

The problem is, willpower is like your phone battery: it drains faster the more you 

demand from it. After a full day of decisions - what to wear, what to say in that meeting, 

how to answer that confusing email - your internal battery is low. This is why, at 8:30 

p.m., choosing between “cook something healthy” and “order takeout and watch a 

show” feels like deciding the fate of the free world. 

Under stress, your capacity for self-control shrinks. That’s not a moral issue; it’s how 

brains and bodies work. The more you lean on “I’ll just power through,” the faster you hit 

the wall. 

What actually helps is needing fewer decisions in the first place. 

https://www.hiddenclutter.com/
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Systems - simple, repeatable ways of handling things - are powerful not because they 

make you superhuman, but because they shield you from decision fatigue. When you 

have a default way to handle email, or a basic dinner rotation, or a standard response 

for new requests, you don’t have to invent a fresh answer every time. You glide instead 

of grinding. 

But before we build systems, we have to dismantle another troublemaker: 

perfectionism. 

Perfectionism often shows up wearing a very respectable outfit. It says things like, “If 

you’re going to do it, do it right.” It convinces you that a task doesn’t count unless it’s 

done thoroughly, beautifully, and ideally in a way that could be posted on Instagram. 

So instead of spending ten minutes tidying the bathroom drawer, you wait for the 

mythical free afternoon when you can empty every drawer in the bathroom, buy 

matching containers, label everything, and maybe also repaint. That afternoon, of 

course, never arrives. The drawer remains a disaster, and every time you open it, you 

get a tiny zap of “Ugh, I really should fix this.” That zap is clutter load. 

Perfectionism inflates the size of tasks in your mind, which inflates the emotional weight 

of even starting. “Wipe the table” becomes “deep clean and reorganize the entire 

kitchen.” “Unsubscribe from one newsletter” becomes “overhaul my entire digital life.” 

The bigger it feels, the more your brain avoids it. Then you judge yourself for avoiding it. 

It’s quite an efficient misery machine. 

This book will ask you to do something rude to perfectionism: ignore it. 

Instead of aiming for flawless, you’ll be aiming for lighter. 

That means embracing a very unsexy but wildly powerful truth: small and consistent 

beats ideal and rare. Ten minutes of progress, repeated often, will change your life 

more than the once-a-year heroic decluttering weekend that leaves you exhausted, 

cranky, and mysteriously surrounded by “to be dealt with later” piles. 

So how will you know if things are actually getting better, if we’re not measuring success 

by how minimalist your pantry looks? 

You’ll measure by how your life feels to live inside. 

Success, in the world of hidden clutter, looks like: 

● Fewer “Don’t forget!” reminders screaming in your head.   

● Fewer random piles that make you wince when you walk past.   

https://www.hiddenclutter.com/
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● More calm transitions between work and home, morning and school, dinner and 

bedtime.   

● More moments where you can sit down without mentally sprinting through tasks.   

We will talk about “good enough” baselines instead of fantasy standards. A “good 

enough” home is one where you can find what you need without a scavenger hunt, not 

one where your spice jars are alphabetized by country of origin. A “good enough”  

digital life is one where your notifications aren’t detonating your nervous system  every 

five minutes, not one where your inbox is at zero at all times.  

A “good enough” schedule is one that leaves you with some breathing room and a 

bedtime that isn’t a rumor. 

You’re allowed to want more ease. 

You’re allowed to lower the bar from “perpetually optimized productivity machine” to 

“human being with finite time and energy.” 

In the chapters ahead, we’ll put numbers and names to what’s really weighing you 

down. We’ll define clutter in a way that includes all the invisible stuff: the open tabs, the 

recurring commitments you never consciously chose, the emotional “shoulds” that 

colonize your evenings, the subscriptions and memberships renewing in the 

background of your bank account. We’ll talk about your clutter load, not to overwhelm 

you further, but to finally give you language for why you feel the way you do. 

Because once you can see the real problem, you can stop fighting yourself and start 

changing the inputs. 

For now, hold onto two ideas: 

1. Your overwhelm is not a personal failure; it’s a sign that your current load is 

mismatched with your current capacity.   

2. The goal is not to become more organized so you can carry even more. The 

goal is to carry less, on your shelves, on your phone, on your calendar, and in 

your mind. 

In the next chapter, we’ll give this invisible burden its official name, hidden clutter, and 

map out exactly where it hides in your life. Once you can spot it, you can stop blaming 

yourself and start gently, systematically lowering your clutter load. 

No personality transplant required. 

--- 

https://www.hiddenclutter.com/
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Hidden Clutter 
 The Book 

Continue your Hidden Clutter journey... 

If this chapter resonated with you, you've only just begun to uncover the impact 
of Hidden Clutter. 

In the full book, you'll discover how to identify and reduce the Physical, Digital, Time, 
Mental, and Lifestyle Clutter that quietly competes for your attention and contributes 
to overwhelm. 

Using the simple See → Sort → Simplify system, you'll learn practical ways to reduce 
unnecessary demands, create more clarity, and make space for what matters most 
without striving for perfection. 

Get your copy of Hidden Clutter and start clearing the clutter you can't see. 

If you're ready to feel lighter, think more clearly, and create more space for what truly 
matters, scan the QR code or click the book cover below to find out more. 

 

 

Less noise. Less overload. More clarity. 
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