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Part I
Why Digital  

Decluttering Matters

Digital decluttering is the process of organizing your data and 
technology in ways that support your lifestyle. To get started, you 
need to be clear on what digital clutter is and why decluttering 
is important to you. In this part, we’ll explore the digital clutter 
problem, the benefits of digital decluttering, and how the process 
works. 
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Introduction

Welcome to Declutter Your Data. Simply by reading this book you’ll 
be better equipped to take charge of your digital life. Read on and 
you’ll have a plan with concrete action steps to organize your in-
formation and declutter your data. You’ll also figure out why data 
decluttering is important to you.

I’m Angela Crocker, your guide to take charge of your data and 
organize your digital life. I’ve been living with computers since 
1979 and have been on the Internet for more than 25 years. I’ve 
watched online technologies evolve and observed how this evolu-
tion has changed our lives at home and in the office. The pace 
of change is extraordinary! The rate at which we’ve adopted new 
technologies and improvements to Internet upload and download 
speeds are impressive. Add to that the evolution from pagers to 
smartphones and the increased power of the computer for even 
more change. 

However, all that change has created a problem: Digital clutter.

Before we dive in, it may be helpful to pause a moment and 
consider what digital cluttering means to you. How do you define 
it? How does digital clutter make you feel? How does it impact 
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your life? What prompted you to pick up this book? Throughout 
the digital decluttering process, we’ll pause to complete short exer-
cises to help you along your digital decluttering journey. See Sam-
ple 1: Preconceptions about Digital Decluttering, and then find the 
worksheet on the digital download kit included with this book, for 
you to complete. 

Sample 1: Preconceptions about Digital Decluttering

1. The Digital Clutter Problem
Digital clutter is a fairly new problem. Our ancestors may have 
lived with too many objects but they didn’t live with the same vol-
ume of information. By ancestors I mean our parents just one gen-
eration back. Some grew up with analog information and have had 
to adapt to digital living while others were born into the digital 
life. For both groups, digital clutter is an artifact of the Internet, 
personal computers, social networking, and smart devices. We now 
consciously create and unconsciously contribute to terabytes of 
data every year.

Our personal collection of data started slowly. With home and 
office computers, work previously done by hand or with typewrit-
ers and adding machines, moved into word processing and spread-
sheet software. Files were stored on floppy disks and rudimentary 
hard drives. In 1993, there were about 600 websites. Early Internet 
adopters may have accessed those first websites, a few Bulletin 
Board System (BBS) message boards and, possibly, had an ICQ 
identity. I seek you, remember?
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Flash forward and today we live with what Terry O’Reilly calls 
“too much data smog.” (This I Know: Marketing Lessons from Under 
the Influence), Knopf Canada, 2017). We have millions of websites 
and years’ worth of YouTube videos to watch plus social network-
ing and cloud storage. Add to that our mobile phones, tablets, 
laptops, and smart home devices. We have vast search histories 
and medical, financial, and shopping digital records. And let’s not 
forget any lingering remnants of data from our older collections of 
USB drives, SD cards, and defunct computers. Think back to when 
you first started using a computer. How much data have you cre-
ated since then? How much information have you accessed? As R 
“Ray” Wang notes in his book Disrupting Digital Business (Harvard 
Business Review Press, 2015), “The volume of data we capture is 
already beyond human comprehension.”

To quantify that data think in terabytes (TB). You know, bytes, 
kilobytes, megabytes, gigabytes, terabytes, and so on. The Reg-
ister recently quoted a Western Digital Corporation finding that 
the “average US household has 41.5 TB of data spread across 14 
digital devices, and this is only going to grow” (www.theregister.
co.uk/2017/08/31/wdc_home_nas_box/, accessed September, 2017). 
That 41.5 TB can hold more than 1 million hours of 1080 HD video 
or nearly 21 million digital photos of 2 MB each or trillions of 
pages of text. That’s just the average per household!

Unfortunately, as Nancy Collier observed in her book The Power 
of Off, (Sounds True, 2016), “We spend a lot of our time just clear-
ing the junk, which we’re now forced to do in order to discover 
anything we might actually care about.” By sheer volume alone, 
I’m certain everyone needs to do some data decluttering.

2.	 Benefits	of	Digital	Decluttering
No matter its origins, digital information is central to our way of 
living today. As a result, we’ve got to take ownership of our digital 
footprint. Beyond simply clearing the clutter, there are many ben-
efits. Better organization means efficiency and, if time is money, 
it improves your bottom line. By knowing what information you 
have and where to find it, you can make the most of your time both 
online and offline. In doing so, you reduce the amount of informa-
tion you have to process — what psychologists call “cognitive load” 
— and self-administer the antidote to information overwhelm.
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That recovered time and reduced cognitive load can be used to 
nurture your interests and try new things. Furthermore, reducing 
the digital noise around you minimizes distractions and creates 
space to focus on more complex projects, including analog projects 
away from your computer.

Digital decluttering also creates space for self-care. Taking con-
trol of the amount of time you spend online allows you to focus 
on what’s important to you. Time away from the screen is the best 
prevention for “sitting disease,” a term I first heard from the pelvic 
health specialist, Kim Vopni. Less screen time can also improve 
your sleep patterns, protect your hearing, and give your eyes a 
much needed rest.

That same self-care space allows you to nourish meaningful 
relationships, reigniting your listening skills and ability to focus. 
Genuine connections are often lost in the digital clutter and rekin-
dling the skills to foster those connections benefit all. If you’re a 
parent or other role model for children and youth, demonstrating 
the healthy use of technology is one of the best ways to pass on this 
digital life lesson.

In addition to the practical, physical, and social benefits of digi-
tal decluttering, you may find peace in other aspects of your life. 
Understanding your data and how you use technology can high-
light the myths of the perfectly polished life. What is published on-
line is often a curated collection of posts that perpetuate the myth 
of the perfect life. Knowing this can reduce envy and your need to 
“keep up with the Joneses.”

Similarly, understanding your data can help you find the ele-
ments that are key in your quest for digital happiness. While this 
book is about organizing data, it is also designed to advocate for 
informed digital living. I want you to use data and technology to 
build your ideal life. If you love taking photographs, then take pho-
tographs! If Instagram Stories make you happy, then create and 
view them. However, I want you to put strategies in place to put 
boundaries around your use of technology so that the digital parts 
of your life are fulfilling, not draining.

Digital decluttering can also be a good reminder of the privi-
lege of digital access. Not all sectors of society nor all places in the 
world have such ready access to technology and information. By 
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noting this privilege, we can be appreciative of the opportunity 
rather than burdened by the requirements of digital living. This 
awareness can also complement the trend towards minimalism. 
Just as we limit our material possessions to those most useful and 
those that spark joy, as decluttering expert Marie Kondo (author of 
The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up, Ten Speed Press, 2014) put 
it, we can also limit our digital possessions. As my Dad often says, 
let’s collect memories, not things.

Digital decluttering also allows you to prepare your digital leg-
acy. Long after you’ve passed away, your information will still be 
available. It’s not easy to think about our own mortality but it has 
become an essential part of estate planning. While alive, you get 
to decide what information you leave behind and who will have 
access to it after you’re gone. If you don’t make arrangements in 
advance, some data may become inaccessible and other data might 
be used in undesirable ways.

As you can see, time invested in digital decluttering has many 
benefits. I consider myself an advocate for living an integrated 
digital life that includes both digital and analog components. An 
integrated digital life includes the mindful use of technology to 
achieve your goals. You choose what devices you have and how 
you use them. And, whenever possible, use the power you have to 
decide what data you create and what data you keep.

3. What to Do about It?
Whether you like it or not, digital clutter is inevitable. Only the 
most diligent have taken time to be rigorous about deleting old 
files, organizing current files, and so on. More often the solution 
is to buy more storage to house an ever growing data collection. 
If, like me, you’ve got some digital clutter to sort, keep reading. 
Together we’ll explore the kinds of data in your life, and strategies, 
lots of strategies, to help you manage your information. Think of it 
as a digital cleanse.

Digital clutter is a sneaky thing. Unlike the surplus gadgets in 
your kitchen, data hides on your computer, your smartphone, and 
in the cloud. It also festers within your credit card purchase his-
tory, schoolwork, medical records, driver’s abstract, and any legal 
proceedings you’ve been party to. Yet much of this information is 
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largely invisible. Sure, you walk by your computer daily or pick up 
your smartphone frequently but the information within is in a nice 
tidy package. Only when you start looking for something specific 
are you likely to realize that you have too many emails, digital 
photographs, or other files. The volume and variety of information 
can be a burden in ways you might not even realize. 

After 25 years on the Internet, I can relate. I had an unwieldy 
amount of data. I was storing 40,000 high-resolution photographs, 
thousands of work files, and hundreds of presentations. I had doz-
ens of partly written blog posts and about 450 social network ac-
counts, mostly for research purposes. Add to that 700 apps and ex-
tensive digital music and movie libraries. Plus, for some unknown 
reason, I still had a raft of university essays leftover from my un-
dergraduate days at Simon Fraser University. With files stored on 
multiple hard drives, two mobile devices, several server back-ups 
and more in the cloud on Dropbox, iCloud, and Google Drive, I had 
a lot of data to declutter.

Sound familiar? Don’t worry. You’re not alone. Few individu-
als, and even fewer businesses, truly know what information they 
have available nor where to find it. I tackled my digital clutter and 
learned a lot along the way. Truthfully, it’s an ongoing process and 
I’ve still got aspects of my data to wrangle. 

In this book, I share wisdom, best practices, and strategies to 
help you reduce the digital clutter in your life. Think of it as a 
menu you can customize to declutter your data. It’s a series of cus-
tomizable options, not a single curative prescription.

4.	 Is	Digital	Decluttering	for	you?
Is this for you? Yes! Almost everyone today has some degree of ex-
cess data. At home, that might just be an overflowing email inbox 
and a photo archive bursting at the seams. Add to that some social 
media accounts and I’m sure you have digital clutter. Work situ-
ations are also filled with surplus data, adding to the volume of 
information for which you are responsible.

If you’re interested in making better use of technology, sorting 
through your digital clutter, and coming up with an organized and 
efficient way to access your data, digital decluttering is definitely 
for you. Applying the strategies in this book will reduce your digital 
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clutter, make you more efficient, save you time, and give you a hap-
pier relationship with your information.

Even if you’re a clutter bug, happy to live with endless digital 
piles of digital possessions, I urge you to read this book. It’s OK if 
you stalwartly refuse to delete any messages in your email inbox. 
I get it. But you can still pick and choose amongst the strategies 
in this book. Reducing your data, securing your data, and making 
plans for your digital legacy are essential for all.

5. How the Process Works
Declutter Your Data is designed to help you understand why you 
want to organize your information, what kinds of data you have to 
cope with, and strategies to take charge of your digital footprint. 
While you can work through this book in any order, I suggest you 
start by understanding why you want to do this. Then, your declut-
tering efforts will be driven by a clear purpose. This will motivate 
you to keep going when the data sorting gets tedious or over-
whelms you. By understanding your purpose before moving on to 
the specific strategies you’ll also be better able to pick the strate-
gies that suit your custom blend of digital clutter. If your email 
inbox is pristine, then skip the chapter on email, for example.

If you’ve got a wide range of data, as most of us do, I suggest 
you work through the strategies in the order listed. I’ve tried to se-
quence them so you’ll have some early success before the tougher, 
time-consuming tasks make it onto your to-do list. That said, if you 
can’t take action on a particular strategy today, feel free to move on 
to the next one, just remember to loop back to any skipped strate-
gies. Once completed, your digital life will have moved away from 
chaos and closer to serene.

Throughout the book, you’ll find references to the workbook 
which contains a variety of worksheets. These are designed to 
help you understand your reasons, explore your data and facili-
tate your implementation of the digital decluttering strategies. A 
digital download of the workbook is included with the purchase of 
this book, if you need to print a copy (see the end of the book for 
instructions on accessing it). Complete the forms as they apply to 
your situation. There is no penalty for skipping one if it’s irrelevant 
to your data. I hope most of them will be helpful to you and en-
courage you to complete as many as makes sense for you.
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6. The Commitment to the Digital Cleanse
For more than three years, I have worked to declutter my data and 
sort my technology. The ideas in this book come from hands on 
experience and careful research. I’m delighted to share them with 
you. If you’ve got data overload, you need a digital cleanse, too.

There are three main phases to the process. First, you’ll explore 
why data decluttering is important to you. Next comes a larger ef-
fort to wrestle with your complete data collection. Likely, you’ve 
got years’ worth of data to sort through and delete, filter, and orga-
nize. This phase may take you many weeks, months, or even years. 
In my experience, just when you think you’ve decluttered all your 
data, you’ll find another pocket stashed on a hard drive that needs 
your attention. At every step, you decide what to keep whether it’s 
merely practical or it brings you joy. In a sense, this is a perpetual 
process that’s never complete especially as you’re constantly creat-
ing new data. Which brings us to the third phase: maintenance.

Once decluttered, you must have an ongoing commitment 
to your keep your data organized. Small daily efforts should be 
all that’s required. In the event that your first digital decluttering 
efforts aren’t maintained daily, you may have to declutter again 
from time to time. Perhaps it’s something you add to your annual 
spring cleaning. Or maybe it’s a quarterly task. You’ll know best the 
maintenance process that works for you and the volume of data  
you create.
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