
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Busy lives leave little room for self-examination or course correction. These exercises 
offer an opportunity to remind yourself of what matters to you and focus on where you 
would like your life path to travel.  

My best times 
Exercise: Fill in the circumstances that answer the following questions (more than one answer is fine): 

What were you doing when you remember being the happiest?  

What is something that never fails to make you laugh or smile?  

When do you feel…  

light-hearted?  

content?  

relaxed?  

fulfilled?  

joyous?  

most alive? 

proud? 

  energized? 
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My legacy 
Exercise: What two words do you wish could be used to describe you? These could be words that 
describe the person you are now, or words that describe the person you would like to be. How do you 
want to be seen? What is the legacy of you? Example: “wise” and “kind” or “adventurous” and “strong.” 

1. 

2.  

 
My life goals 
Exercise: Use these questions to help come up with goals or to remind yourself of those you may have 
forgotten: 

 “I’ve always wanted to…”   

“Before I die I would like to…”  

“If I had the time I would…”   

“If I had the money I would…” 

“I wish I could…” 

 

My valuables 
Exercise: List five things you would grab if there were a fire in your home. (It’s ok to group things.)  

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

 

Review your answers to all the questions. Look for general patterns, as well as specific 
things, to get a sense of what is important to you. Now think about a day or week in your 
life. How much of your time, energy or money is given to supporting and expanding 
these things in a meaningful way? The goal of simplifying is to shift your personal 
resources toward these priorities.  
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Once you commit to the idea of simplifying to lead a more balanced life, you can begin 
looking at moves you can make, both large and small, that will support that effort. Here 
are some ideas that might help you get started.    

 

LESS stress : MORE serenity 
“If you ask what is the single most important key to longevity, I would have to say it is avoiding worry, 
stress and tension. And if you didn't ask me, I'd still have to say it.”  --George Burns 
 

TIPS   
• Don’t multitask. Block out time needed for a task and shut off distractions as much as you can. 
• Get up an hour early. 
• Pad schedules with extra time for things to go wrong. Think about setting clocks ahead a few 

minutes. In the same vein, keep a cushion in your bank account and think of a quarter tank of gas 
as empty and refill accordingly.    

• Leave work at work.  
• Tell yourself: “I’m not late until I’m late.”  Don’t “pre-stress” with time to spare.  
• Make extra when preparing a homemade meal. Freeze for future hectic dinner hours.  
• A stitch in time saves nine - don’t put off routine maintenance. Make the next appointment or 

calendar notation for recurring events as soon as last one is over.  
• Be realistic when making plans that involve small children – consider timing for naps and meals 

and be prepared for accidents. 
• Use a calendar with electronic alerts for both home and office to avoid the stress of being late or 

missing appointments.  
• Accept less than perfection. Commit to doing your best, but if the struggle for perfection is 

wearing you out, ask yourself “What is the worst that will happen if this isn’t perfect?” 
• Rethink your routines and adjust to make them work for you, not against you. For example: do 

you scramble to make school lunches every morning? Start making them the night before.  
• Beat procrastination by reviewing the day’s to-do list and making the first thing you tackle one of 

the items you least want to do. Reward yourself in some way.  
• Always store your keys and other vital items in the same place.  
• Understand and accept your pace of life and take it into account when making plans.  
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LESS obligations : MORE time  
“There cannot be a crisis next week. My schedule is already full.”  --Henry A. Kissinger 

 
TIPS   
• Learn to say a simple “no” without an excuse or raincheck – “I’m sorry, I can’t participate.” 
• Shorten your to-do list. Prioritize what must get done and only list those items.  
• Practice delegating. Match a task to the right person and give them clear instructions.  
• Meld your work and family calendars for a realistic picture of what your daily commitments are.  
• Sometimes it makes sense to pay someone else to do a task. Weigh time and hassle vs. cost. 
• Automate where possible – bill paying (be sure to keep a cushion to avoid overdrafts), 

medication refills, grocery list apps or deliveries, direct deposit paychecks.  
• Look at and re-work patterns that have developed around your obligations. Could you eliminate 

some aspects - cleaning less frequently, cut some holiday traditions, scale-back entertaining? 
 

LESS media : MORE real life  
“Imagination is more important than knowledge.” --Albert Einstein  

 
TIPS   
•  OHIO – Only Handle It Once – email, postal mail, phone calls – get in the habit of dealing with 

incoming information one time only. Have a good system for routing, filing and responding.   
•  Look over your email from the last month – unsubscribe from any automated newsletters, blog 

postings or unwanted advertising. Do the same with postal mail and magazines.  
•  Keep track (honestly) of how much TV you watch in a week. Is it more than you thought? 

Cutting back frees up time and has the added benefit of reducing your exposure to advertising, 
and the lure of buying more things that you don’t need.  

•  If possible, schedule several times during the day to read and answer emails, otherwise leave 
the program off to limit the constant distraction.  

•  Ask friends to recommend their favorite books. Choose one and check it out of the library. Or 
find a magazine devoted to a subject you are passionate about. Turn some of your TV or 
surfing time into reading time. Could you make it a habit?  

 
LESS spending : MORE money  
“Too many people spend money they haven't earned, to buy things they don't want, to impress people 
they don't like.” –Will Smith 

 
 TIPS 

• You can research costs, but bundling services together is usually cheaper and simpler, with 
one contact and one bill. This can work well with insurance, phone/media services and more.  

• Sign up for level pay for utilities – no surprises and makes budgeting easier.  
• Consider buying used instead of new.  
• Get rid of any under-used or unused accounts that charge you fees to keep them open. 
• Cut out the middleman - explore the world of bartering. It offers a free way to learn things, give 

and get services, and meet interesting people. Search online for groups in your area.  
• Don’t pay to be a procrastinator. Plan ahead or pad your deadlines. Lose the late fees! 
• Try potluck for your next party – saves money, time and stress! 
• Add in the cost of maintaining an item when evaluating the price.  
• Coupons and loyalty programs don’t save money if they are used to buy things you don’t need. 
• Explore free outings and entertainment – libraries, museums, outdoor concerts, student 

performances, festivals, parks etc… 
• Don’t overlook the “biggies” when thinking about making changes. Major alterations could make 

your life not only less expensive, but simpler in many other ways as well:    
 Housing - get a smaller house or a roommate, decide to rent vs. own 
 Transportation - research options like carpooling, public transportation, biking  
 Debt - Make and commit to a realistic budget and timeline to pay down and end costly debt.  



  3

LESS getting : MORE freedom 
 “You can never get enough of what you don’t need to make you happy.” --Eric Hoffer  
 

TIPS   
• Buy things that match so everything is interchangeable – pans, lids, storage, gloves, socks etc… 
• Same with clothes – get a minimal number of items in basic matching color schemes and styles. 
• Buy quality materials in classic styles for long-term wear (add lower cost accessories in latest 

styles). Make sure they fit well – not cut for the size you hope to be.  
• Use online shopping carts to satisfy the urge to shop without buying–fill them, but don’t checkout.  
• Think about whether you really need special equipment – Do you need the home workout gym or 

could you jog outdoors and do push-ups?  
• Don’t get caught up in the hype – sales will be repeated.  
• Avoid temptation – don’t go to stores or websites that carry things you just can’t resist.  
• Consider using up what you have before getting more. In most cases, running out isn’t a disaster. 

 
LESS stuff : MORE breathing room 
 “You can't have everything; where would you put it?”  --Steven Wright                                                          

 
TIPS   
•  Organizing is great, but there is no point in organizing your “clutter” – off-load first. 
•  Declutter in small bites to avoid being overwhelmed – one room at a time, or even one quadrant 

of one room. An overloaded desk or closet is job in itself.  
•  Commit to keeping only a necessary amount of any one item, based on what you use. Think 

about paring collections down to a few special pieces or donating the collection to others.  
•  Use the space you have, to limit how much you keep. Don’t organize to just fit more and more 
•  Use and keep items that serve more than one purpose. Instead of a whole set of holiday dishes 

use plain white for all purposes and dress up with small holiday touches.   
•  Keep a photo of treasured but unused items. Save a memento from a trip, not every brochure. 
•  Stuck on “I might need it someday”? Check out your local thrift or consignment store or take a 

quick look at Craigslist, eBay, Freecycle or other online re-selling or giveaway sites; you will 
find many sources to reacquire the item if you need to. Meanwhile – use those same places to 
get rid of it! 

•  Know what you have – don’t store things so craftily that they disappear and you have to buy 
them again. Have a spot for everything and label what you do have to store.  

•  If an item is unused for a year, get rid of it.  
•  It can be easier to let go of unused things if you know they are going to someone who needs or 

will appreciate them. Ask friends or relatives first. Otherwise, donating to charities or online 
giveaways sites lets you to find a home for just about anything.  

•  Try the motto: one item in, one (or two) items out, if you like to have new, updated things.  
 

More Tips and Ideas 
Simplify Your Life by Elaine St. James [book series] 
Simple Living Manifesto: 72 Ideas to Simplify Your Life by Leo Babauta  
[online at www.zenhabits.net/simple-living-manifesto-72-ideas-to-simplify-your-life ] 
 
Reference 
BrainyQuote.com. (n.d.). Famous quotes. Retrieved December 8, 2011, from http://www.brainyquote.com  
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Time to look at how you can make some changes. Review the Tips for Simplifying Your 
Life handout and choose one of the suggestions, or supply one of your own, to make a 
simplifying move in each area. Include how and when you could make the change. 

Want to go a step further? Experiment with the Try This activities below. Evaluate your 
results. Consider making the changes permanent if you find you have more time, 
energy, or money to devote to the things you value. 

 
  LESS stress  

 
MAKE A MOVE: One stressor I could eliminate is:__________________________________________  

 

How? ______________________________________________________When?__________________ 

 

TRY THIS: Try out one method of stress reduction regularly, for two weeks. Research online or ask 
others for suggestions. Ideas include: deep breathing, progressive relaxation, exercise, yoga, meditation, 
or mindfulness. Evaluate how you feel and plan to continue, expand or replace.  

 

 

  LESS obligations 
 

MAKE A MOVE: One obligation I could change is:__________________________________________ 

 

How? ______________________________________________________When?__________________ 
 
 
TRY THIS: Make a list of work, family, household, personal, kid-related, community, religious and online 
commitments (examples: weekly housework, writing a blog, clubs, extracurricular activities, sitting on a 
board, etc…). Are they necessary, fulfilling, or just consuming your time? Choose one you dread or simply 
no longer find meaningful or useful. Then pick up the phone or draft an email on the spot, giving your 
notice.  Set a timetable for eliminating others that don’t support your values or goals. Consider if there 
would be other activities that do support your goals that you could participate in now.  
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     LESS media 
 
 
MAKE A MOVE: One media habit I could change is: ________________________________________ 
 

How? _____________________________________________________When?___________________  
 
TRY THIS:  Choose one or more electronic devices and experiment with a blackout for one week during 
the hours when you are not at work. Can you do it? If you are struggling, at least make conscious choices 
and consider the value of the time you do spend on TV, Facebook, blogs, and Web surfing. Commit to 
turning off devices, including cell phones, during mealtimes.  

    
  LESS spending 
 
 
MAKE A MOVE: One money-related habit I could change is:_________________________________ 
 

How? ________________________________________________ When? ______________________ 
 

 
TRY THIS:  Try a credit diet to reacquaint yourself with what you really spend on a weekly basis. 
Withdraw a quarter of your monthly budget in cash and commit to paying for all expense with cash for one 
week. Most people think more carefully about their purchases when there is no credit safety net. What did 
you learn? Could you apply that to how you spend money going forward? 

 
  LESS getting 

 
MAKE A MOVE: One purchase I could eliminate is:________________________________________ 

 
How? ________________________________________________ When? ______________________ 

 
 
TRY THIS: 30-day impulse layaway. Adopt a 30-day waiting period for non-necessity items. Write down 
the name of the item, cost and date and put it somewhere visible. Think about whether it is a good 
purchase for you as you wait a month.  
 

  LESS stuff  

MAKE A MOVE: One item or group of items I’ve been meaning to get rid of is:____________________ 
 

How? ________________________________________________ When? _______________________ 
 

 
TRY THIS: Eliminating things we really don’t need from our lives is appealing, but most people have a hard 
time getting started or sticking with it. Take the challenge to do both. Find a spot for three large boxes and 
label them: Give Away, Throw Away, Sell. For the next 10 days, your challenge is to shed 25 items each 
day by placing them in one of these boxes. They can be small or large items (25 photos or 25 photo 
albums), but strive to meet the amount each day. On the final day take the items in the three boxes to the 
appropriate destinations and you will have taken 250 unnecessary items out of your life!  
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