
 

Death Cleaning Cheat Sheet 
 

Note: These books are written from an affluent perspective and assume overabundance. 
 
Excerpts from The Gentle Art of Swedish Death Cleaning by Margareta Magnusson. 
A delightful conversation by the originator of the term “Swedish death cleaning.” 

​Start with the large items in your home, and finish with the small. It will be much nicer 
to go through old photos in peace and quiet later on after you have made some 
successful progress in other categories of objects and things. 

​An easy category is one with many items to choose from and without too much 
sentimental connection. In my opinion, all garments in a closet should look good 
together, and you should be able to mix and exchange them with one another. 

​ I don’t want anything [in my home] that my eyes do not like. [Another] benefit of death 
cleaning: thinking more about how to reuse, recycle, and make life simpler and a bit 
(or a lot) smaller. Living smaller is a relief. 

​ [N]ow is not the time to get stuck in memories. [Planning] for your future is much more 
important. Look forward to a much easier and calmer life—you will love it! 

​Sooner or later you will have your own infirmities, and then it is damn nice to be able 
to enjoy the things you can still manage to do without the burden of too many things to 
look after and too many messes to organize. 

​Sometimes I miss my garden very much. But I must say it is much easier to just enjoy 
someone else’s garden. 

​Perhaps you have saved letters, documents, or diaries that contain information or 
family stories you would never wish to embarrass your descendants with. Make a 
bonfire or shove them in the hungry shredder. 

​ It is a delight to go through things and remember their [sentimental] worth. And if you 
don’t remember why a thing has meaning or why you kept it, it has no worth, and it will 
be easier for you to part with. 

​Recycling and donating can help the planet and can also bring things to people who 
may need them. [S]ometimes you must just give cherished things away with the wish 
that they end up with someone who will create new memories of their own. 

​How we would prefer to arrange things if we fall ill and how we want to be treated 
when we are dead are decisions that are within our power, if we face and take control 
of these inevitabilities. [Death] is the only absolutely inevitable happening that we all 
have in our future.  

​To spare your relatives and others from … difficult decisions, you can actually decide it 
all by yourself while you are still able to do so. The more I have focused on my [death] 
cleaning, the braver I have become. 

  *   *   *   
“Clutter is postponed decisions.” —Barbara Hemphill. 

 
“[I use] the four-box technique: give-away, trash, keep, or relocate.” —Maja Lucas 

 

https://bookshop.org/p/books/the-gentle-art-of-swedish-death-cleaning-how-to-free-yourself-and-your-family-from-a-lifetime-of-clutter-margareta-magnusson/a4201a1d23cb629a?ean=9781501173240&next=t
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margareta_Magnusson


Death Cleaning/ 2 

Excerpts from: Keep the Memories, Lose the Stuff by Max Paxton. A how-to book 
written by a self-described decluttering and downsizing expert.  

​This is about building the life you want, not the life you think you should have or that 
someone else would want you to have. Savor the process rather than rush it. Accept 
help. 

​The physical process of decluttering and downsizing is a lot of work, but the harder 
battle is fighting through emotional and psychological barriers. Giving yourself a 
permission slip to let go of things also means letting yourself feel deep, powerful 
emotions.  

​You’ll be amazed how much you can get done in ten minutes of hard, thoughtful work. 
Start with a task you’ll be able to finish and feel good—even elated—about your very 
first day. 

​Why are you trying to get clutter out of your life? 
​ If you know you’ll use it within one month, keep it. The best predictor of whether you’ll 
need an item is whether you are currently using it or have recently [last 6 months] 
used it. Not whether you think  that, one day, somehow, somewhere, you’ll use it. 
Because that day, in all likelihood, will never come. The only exceptions to that rule 
are with seasonal clothes, recreational equipment, and holiday decorations. 

​Sometimes, we’re reluctant to give up on our visions of ourselves. When you find an 
item you bought hoping one day you’d use it, remember it was a stepping-stone to the 
person you are today. When you got it, you needed it. Even if you never used it once. 
Now you are ready to move on.  

​Ask yourself, “What type of life do I want to lead? How will the object in my hands 
enhance that life?” Use a strategic “Maybe” pile.  

​Consider a digital frame to display photos. 
 
Ideas summarized from The Complete Swedish Death Cleaning Guide: 

●​ Getting rid of clutter is more about the emotional commitment than simply finding the 
time. Decluttering unused items helps us focus on what lights us up. 

●​ Döstädning (death purge) ensures that the people we leave behind don’t have to worry 
about figuring out what to do with our possessions because we’ve gotten rid of the 
excess and have discussed the remainder with them (and/or written out instructions). 
It liberates loved ones “from the weight of [our] unmade decisions.” 

●​ By parting with what we don’t use any more, we make more room for essential things. 
Empty space makes room for “the mind and soul to rest.” 

●​ The “process will take time. Remember that the clutter, which accumulated over time, 
won’t be cleared quickly.” 

●​ If the job feels too broad or daunting, break it down into manageable tasks “and 
confront just those little bits.” One drawer, cabinet, shelf, or flat surface.  

●​ Set a timer for 10 minutes and get started. Schedule your death cleaning sessions like 
you would any other appointment. 

●​ Consider beginning with the space that will “impact your daily life the most.” 

https://bookshop.org/p/books/keep-the-memories-lose-the-stuff-declutter-downsize-and-move-forward-with-your-life-matt-paxton/7b1d88858995c19f?ean=9780593418970&next=t&&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=dsa_nonbrand&utm_content=%7Badgroupname%7D&utm_term=dsa-19959388920&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=12440232635&gbraid=0AAAAACfld43aofOCUpOZYDIyhUiPDlkpV&gclid=Cj0KCQjwio_RBhDMARIsAJPveNPkLe67-7UfCqaOuDeLH98sfueWEKsQ2dnrUhghJpcD5guyHjUmyeAaAraEEALw_wcB
https://iammattpaxton.com/index.html
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CQN6BLK9/ref=sspa_dk_detail_6?pd_rd_i=B0CQN6BLK9&pd_rd_w=Vn3xR&content-id=amzn1.sym.f2f1cf8f-cab4-44dc-82ba-0ca811fb90cc&pf_rd_p=f2f1cf8f-cab4-44dc-82ba-0ca811fb90cc&pf_rd_r=VNCWBC3CX81T69F5J6AS&pd_rd_wg=jMmFm&pd_rd_r=860cf88b-b6aa-48f6-8962-057aa5f8e4ba&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9kZXRhaWxfdGhlbWF0aWM&th=1


Death Cleaning/ 3 

●​ Material items not visible daily are “generally of little sentimental value and easy to get 
rid of.” 

●​ “If you keep too much, you can’t find what’s important.” “If you don’t love it, need it, or 
use it, it doesn’t deserve a place in your home.” “Just because something is usable 
doesn’t mean you need to keep it.” 

●​ Scan your physical photos and put them in Google Photos, which you can share with 
loved ones and friends. 

●​ If you have a lot of items to donate, some charities will come pick them up. 
●​ Is it worth selling unused items? Your time is not infinite. “It’s important to value the 

sale of one’s item against its worth and one’s time.” Look at “online selling sites to see 
what similar products are selling for.” If the item doesn’t sell in a set time, give it away. 

●​ When deciding what to keep or surrender:  
​How recently have you used it?  
​How frequently do you use it? 
​How hard or expensive would it be to replace?  
​How much space does it take to store? 
​ Is it outdated or expired? 

●​ “Less clutter in your home, less stress and anxiety in your life.” How to dispose of 
unwanted items (in descending order): 

​Give to loved one 
​Give as a gift 
​Donate it 
​Sell it 
​Recycle it 
​Trash it. 

●​ Buy only what you need. Use everything you buy. Dispose of the rest in the best way 
you can (reuse or recycle). 

●​ An alternative method, KonMari, focuses on choosing what to keep by asking “Does 
this spark joy in my heart?” Declutter the rest. 

●​ Use an “undecided” box or bin and decide later if you want to keep or discard them. 
●​ Take note of your energy level and take rest breaks and rehydrate as needed. 
●​ Notice and remedy “clutter catchers,” places where clutter accumulates. Stuff “has a 

habit of piling up on kitchen counters, coffee tables, bedside tables, kitchen tables, 
entryway tables, etc.” 

●​ Use the one-in, one-out rule to keep clutter from accumulating: whatever you bring into 
the house, give away one or more items.  

●​ Keep a donation box handy for maintenance decluttering and put in unused or 
unwanted items. Drop it off for donation regularly. 

 
"The best way to find out what we really need is to get rid of what we don't."  

– Marie Kondo  

"The more things you own, the more they own you." – Unknown  

https://www.theedublogger.com/google-photos-guide/
https://konmari.com/what-is-konmari-method/?srsltid=AfmBOoqjW2ayeo-sNXbpYAIIalF2axvY1srX-AAvMDX0iA_8_CLkq8a-

