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About the book

In a world where the demands of everyday life often feel overwhelming,

*How to Keep House While Drowning* by K.C. Davis offers a heartfelt

lifeline to anyone struggling with the relentless tides of chaos. This

insightful guide is not merely about maintaining a tidy home, but about

nurturing self-compassion, celebrating imperfection, and redefining

traditional labels of success. Davis, with her refreshing honesty and gentle

wisdom, invites readers to discard unrealistic expectations and embrace an

approach to housekeeping that respects mental health as much as physical

spaces. Through relatable anecdotes and empowering strategies, this book

provides a comforting reminder that taking care of your surroundings is less

about holding oneself to unattainable standards and more about creating a

space where one can truly breathe. Discover how to be kinder to yourself

while learning ways to transform your home into a sanctuary amidst life's

unpredictable storms.
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About the author

K.C. Davis is a renowned mental health therapist, author, and advocate

known for her innovative approach to home care and self-compassion. With

a deep understanding of the intersection between mental health and daily

living, Davis has dedicated her career to helping individuals find balance

and peace in their everyday environments, even when life feels

overwhelming. Her book, "How to Keep House While Drowning," has

resonated with readers globally by offering a refreshing perspective on home

maintenance that prioritizes mental well-being over perfection. Through her

insightful writing and empathetic guidance, K.C. Davis has empowered

countless individuals to adopt a more forgiving and realistic approach to

household responsibilities while nurturing their emotional health.
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Chapter 1 Summary: The Pillars of Struggle Care

The book explores the concept of "Struggle Care," which is grounded in six

 foundational pillars designed to transform how we perceive and undertake

care tasks. The first chapter delves into the common experience of shame

related to failing at care tasks, emphasizing that self-worth should not be tied

to one's ability to manage these tasks. It asserts the importance of

approaching care tasks with profound self-compassion and viewing them as

morally neutral. A shift away from shame and perfectionism allows for

exploration that best serves individual needs, especially for individuals

dealing with ADHD or depression. True skill development happens when

emotional barriers are addressed first.

The second chapter challenges the misconception that care tasks carry moral

weight, suggesting that viewing them as moral leads people to measure their

worth by their ability to complete them. It critiques the notion that one's

goodness is quantified by the tidiness of their environment. Instead, it

introduces the liberating idea that care tasks are morally neutral; being

proficient or deficient at them doesn't define one's value as a person.

The third chapter highlights the importance of maintaining a kind and

compassionate inner dialogue regardless of proficiency at care tasks. It

shares anecdotes from people who found motivation through kindness rather

than criticism, underscoring that self-compassion can be a powerful
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motivator.

The fourth chapter introduces "Gentle Skill Building," encouraging readers

to start tasks without self-imposed pressure. It suggests techniques like

setting small, manageable goals, and using music and movement to boost

motivation, thereby promoting enjoyment and reducing stress associated

with care tasks.

In the fifth chapter, the book examines the arbitrary nature of the meanings

we assign to cleanliness and messiness. It argues that messages about

domestic tasks are often inherited rather than intrinsic and urges readers to

reassess these meanings. By reframing perceptions of mess—seeing dirty

dishes as a sign of nourishment rather than failure, for instance—this

mindset shift can alleviate self-criticism and foster a more compassionate

self-view.

Overall, "Struggle Care" invites readers to redefine their relationship with

care tasks, offering tools and perspectives for leading a life free from

unnecessary guilt, rooted in self-compassion and realistic expectations.
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Chapter 2 Summary: How do I Start Being Kind to
Myself When I Hate Myself?

Chapter 6: Starting the Journey of Self-Kindness  

When struggling with self-hatred, starting to speak kindly to oneself can

seem daunting. The trick is to tap into the "little self," the inner child who

deserves love and compassion. By imagining or writing to your younger self,

speaking like a nurturing parent, you initiate a cycle of self-compassion.

This exercise not only helps develop a gentler internal dialogue but also

fosters a healthier self-relationship.

Chapter 7: Simplified Cleaning with Five Categories  

Feeling overwhelmed by a messy space? The Five Category Cleaning

method offers a structured approach: trash, dishes, laundry, items that belong

elsewhere, and items without a designated spot. This system breaks down

the chaos, making the task manageable and rewarding. By tackling each

category separately or across a few days, the method clears visible progress

and allows for rewards that boost motivation. Utilizing music, shows, or

timers can enhance the experience, making the process less daunting and

more enjoyable.

Chapter 8: Overcoming Shame to Function  

Shaming yourself into completing tasks is counterproductive and often
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paralyzing. Cultivating motivation from a place of self-care rather than

distress helps to break the cycle of avoidance and fosters a life that is both

functional and fulfilling. Implementing gentle skill-building techniques, like

Five Category Cleaning, supports this shift toward a compassionate

approach to tasks.

Chapter 9: The Burden on Women and Care Tasks  

Historically, societal roles have burdened women with the responsibility of

care tasks, leading to overwhelming workloads. Even as women pursue

careers and achieve equality in the work world, domestic expectations

persist, affecting mental health. Understanding this context reveals the social

messages impacting one's self-worth. Reflecting on personal family

teachings regarding care tasks can illuminate ingrained beliefs that need

re-examination for personal well-being.

Chapter 10: Engaging the Compassionate Observer  

When facing a growing mess, the inner bully often exacerbates feelings of

defeat, leading to avoidance. Enter the "Compassionate Observer." This third

voice offers empathy and sees struggles as morally neutral, nudging aside

harsh self-criticism. By channeling this voice, inspired by Dr. Kristen Neff's

concept, one can counter the inner bully and extend kindness to the little

self. This approach reaffirms self-worth regardless of tidiness levels and

encourages an empathetic perspective in managing life's challenges.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Utilizing the Five Category Cleaning Method

Critical Interpretation: You find yourself amidst clutter, feeling the

heavy weight of chaos, unsure of where to begin. Harness the power

of the Five Category Cleaning method to transform overwhelming

messes into manageable tasks. Visualize dividing your space into five

distinct categories—trash, dishes, laundry, items that belong

elsewhere, and items without a designated spot. By tactfully

addressing each category individually, perhaps stretching the process

over a few days, you gradually reclaim order in your environment.

This structured approach creates visible progress, sparking a sense of

accomplishment and boosting your motivation. Pairing the method

with your favorite music, an engaging TV show, or setting a timer can

further elevate the experience, infusing what seems like a tedious

chore with an element of enjoyment. Witness the impact of reshaping

daunting tasks into rewarding, achievable objectives, inspiring

confidence in your ability to manage life's adversities with grace.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Gentle Skill Building: Bathrooms

Chapter 11: Gentle Skill Building: Bathrooms

This chapter emphasizes the importance of prioritizing functionality over

perfection when cleaning bathrooms. It highlights that cleaning doesn't need

to be done perfectly as long as it enables one to focus on more meaningful

aspects of life. Given the limited time and energy people have, the chapter

suggests using efficient tools like Clorox wands for cleaning toilets,

showers, and sinks. The message is clear: cleaning is a necessity, not a moral

duty, and it must fit within one’s available energy. Special consideration is

given to survivors of abuse, acknowledging that certain cleaning tasks might

be triggering. The chapter advises such individuals to be gentle with

themselves and seek help if necessary.

Chapter 12: You Can’t Save the Rainforest if You’re Depressed

This chapter discusses the importance of self-care over ecological perfection

when struggling with personal well-being. It explains that while

sustainability is important, prioritizing one's mental health is critical for

long-term effectiveness. The chapter presents the idea that in times of

personal struggle, one might need to use disposable resources to maintain
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functionality. It emphasizes the point that shame is ineffective as a motivator

and can hinder efforts to adopt sustainable practices when one is capable.

Ultimately, caring for oneself first allows individuals to later contribute

positively to larger causes like environmentalism.

Chapter 13: Harm Reduction is Always Ethical

This chapter argues that harm reduction is a fundamental ethical practice,

particularly for those with mental health challenges like depression or

ADHD. It explains that not everyone can engage in optimal environmental

behaviors due to personal barriers. The concept of harm reduction prioritizes

addressing individual needs first, such as ensuring basic nutritional intake,

even if those needs conflict with ethical norms like veganism. The chapter

stresses that the ethical choice is always to reduce harm to oneself first,

facilitating better engagement with broader societal responsibilities at a later

stage.

Chapter 14: Drop the Plastic Balls

This chapter highlights the concept of prioritizing essential life tasks over

optional commitments, drawing on an analogy shared by author Jennifer

Lynn Barnes. It distinguishes between 'glass balls,' whose neglect could have
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serious life repercussions (e.g., self-care, caring for dependents), and 'plastic

balls,' which can be dropped temporarily without major impact (e.g.,

recycling, ethical consumption). This distinction helps individuals focus on

critical self-maintenance and mental health tasks, acknowledging that some

responsibilities can be postponed without dire consequences.

Chapter 15: Gentle Skill Building: Doing the Dishes

This chapter offers a pragmatic, step-by-step guide to making dishwashing

more manageable, especially for those with limited motivation or energy. It

starts with encouraging a small reward, like eating something sweet, and

listening to music to boost mood and energy. Next, it advocates organizing

dishes by category to create a sense of accomplishment and visual clarity,

which can maintain momentum. The chapter advises washing by category,

allowing for pauses and breaks. Those with dishwashers are reminded they

can unload in stages, dismantling the task into smaller, more manageable

parts. The central principle is to make the task fun and feasible, promoting a

sense of progress and gratification.

Chapter
Number Title Summary

11
Gentle
Skill
Building:

This chapter emphasizes prioritizing functionality in cleaning
bathrooms over seeking perfection. It advocates using
efficient tools like Clorox wands and highlights cleaning as a
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Chapter
Number Title Summary

Bathrooms

necessity, not a moral obligation. It advises being gentle with
oneself, especially for abuse survivors, to prevent triggering
situations.

12

You Can't
Save the
Rainforest
if You're
Depressed

This chapter focuses on prioritizing self-care above
ecological perfection when struggling with personal
well-being. It argues that mental health is vital for sustaining
effective practices, suggesting that managing self-care can
later enable contributions to broader causes like
environmentalism.

13

Harm
Reduction
is Always
Ethical

This chapter promotes harm reduction as an ethical
approach for individuals facing mental health challenges. It
encourages addressing personal needs to improve one's
capacity to engage with societal responsibilities, advocating
basic self-care over strict adherence to ethical norms such
as veganism.

14
Drop the
Plastic
Balls

This chapter uses an analogy of 'glass balls' and 'plastic
balls' to prioritize life tasks. 'Glass balls' (critical tasks) should
not be neglected, while 'plastic balls' (optional tasks) can be
temporarily set aside. This approach helps maintain focus on
essential self-care and mental health activities.

15

Gentle
Skill
Building:
Doing the
Dishes

This chapter provides a practical guide for making
dishwashing manageable. It suggests making the process
enjoyable with music or treats, organizing tasks into
categories to build momentum, and breaking the task into
smaller parts for feasibility, thereby promoting positive
progress and enjoyment.
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Chapter 4: You do not Exist to Serve your Space, your
Space Exists to Serve You

Chapter 16: Your Space Exists to Serve You, Not the Other Way Around

This chapter explores the struggle many face with repetitive care tasks due to

viewing them through a moral lens rather than a functional one. For

example, believing that a "good" mother keeps a clean house may lead to

exhaustion and inadequacy, as the cleanliness dissipates quickly in a lived-in

space. Instead, by understanding that care tasks have functional purposes,

like eating to nourish the body, people can tolerate them better. The chapter

suggests an exercise of writing down care tasks and identifying their

functional reasons, such as sweeping the floor to avoid tripping. This shift

can help turn these activities into acts of self-care rather than standards to

meet, allowing the space to serve one's needs rather than dictating moral

worth.

Chapter 17: It’s Not Failure. It’s Laundry

Laundry is depicted as a repetitive task often laden with feelings of failure

when not completed perfectly. The author shares a personal anecdote of the

overwhelming laundry situation during the pandemic and emphasizes that
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viewing it as a moral failing only exacerbates stress. Instead, accepting that

living out of a clean pile of laundry can be functional and valid can be

liberating. Recognizing that laundry is a necessity, not a moral obligation,

helps to manage it as a task without guilt and shame.

Chapter 18: Gentle Skill Building: Laundry

This chapter continues to explore the theme of laundry as a functional task

rather than a moral duty. People are encouraged to question preconceived

ideas about laundry, such as the necessity to fold or put clothes away

immediately. Suggestions include accepting practical solutions like only

ironing a few select pieces or considering outsourcing laundry if financially

feasible. Ultimately, the goal is to foster self-compassion and reduce shame,

recognizing that managing laundry is less about maintaining control and

more about finding a system that works for the individual.

Chapter 19: You Do Not Need to Care About Yourself to Care for Yourself

The concept of self-care is reframed by emphasizing that caring for oneself

doesn't require self-love first. Many people equate care tasks with morality,

doing them because they are deemed "right," leading to shame if they aren't

completed. By stripping away the moral implications, these tasks can
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become opportunities for self-kindness. When care tasks are no longer moral

obligations, they can transform from necessary burdens to acts of

self-kindness, potentially leading to a deeper appreciation of oneself.

Chapter 20: Gentle Skill Building: When it’s Hard to Shower

Barriers to personal hygiene, whether physical or mental, often lead to

shame. The chapter delivers a compassionate approach, stressing that

showering and similar tasks are functional, not moral. Suggestions for

managing hygiene when showering is challenging include using hygiene kits

with essentials like baby wipes and dry shampoo placed in convenient

locations. The chapter provides practical tips for dealing with issues like

matted hair and brushing teeth when such tasks feel overwhelming.

Importantly, it promotes compassion for oneself, emphasizing that even

small efforts are worthwhile and that seeking help is entirely valid.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Good Enough is Perfect

Chapter 21: Good Enough is Perfect

   

This chapter emphasizes redefining care tasks in a way that suits your

personal needs rather than adhering to societal or cultural standards

exemplified by figures like Martha Stewart. The focus is on creating a

functional and manageable living space rather than striving for perfection.

Achieving functionality can mean taking small, conscious steps, such as

doing a small batch of laundry, which is an act of self-care. It advocates for

using shortcuts and embracing the "good enough" mentality, granting

oneself permission to perform care tasks at a level that is practical and

sustainable. 

Chapter 22: Gentle Skill Building: Changing Bedsheets

In this chapter, the author introduces an effective method for managing bed

hygiene, drawn from a common parenting hack involving layering multiple

sheets and mattress protectors on a child's mattress. This technique

simplifies the process during accidents, making it easier for anyone,

including adults, to incorporate into their routine. Even without additional

resources, layering sheets is a proactive step towards self-care, emphasizing
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the importance of maintaining clean bedding as a basic and vital need. The

chapter underlines the importance of elevating one's living standards through

manageable steps, reinforcing that everyone deserves cleanliness and

comfort.

Chapter 23: Rest is a Right, Not a Reward

The author challenges the notion that rest must be earned by completing

non-stop care tasks. This mindset usually results in a cycle of exhaustion and

anxiety, either from overworking or feeling paralyzed by an endless task list.

This stems from associating personal worth with productivity, leading to

feelings of shame and guilt when resting. The chapter advocates for

unlearning the belief that rest must be postponed until all chores are done,

highlighting the futility of this approach. Instead, it asserts that rest should

be viewed as an inherent right, not a reward for productivity.

Chapter 24: It is Responsible to Rest

Distinguishing between sleep and conscious rest, this chapter discusses the

necessity of integrating restful activities into our daily lives. While sleep is

crucial for physical recovery, rest involves conscious engagement in

activities that facilitate relaxation and reconnection. The text addresses the
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stigma attached to rest, often seen as idleness or laziness, and emphasizes

the importance of developing a compassionate inner voice. This mindset

change is essential to recognize rest as a critical component for maintaining

energy levels and enhancing productivity, thus reframing rest as a

responsible act.

Chapter 25: Rest and Responsibility

Drawing on childhood lessons, the author reflects on how we are

conditioned to prioritize completing chores before resting, fostering values

of responsibility and delayed gratification. However, as adults, the nature of

care tasks becomes perpetual rather than fixed, intensifying the guilt

associated with taking breaks. The chapter encourages re-evaluating these

internalized values and suggests a balanced approach where both adulthood

responsibilities and the necessity for regular rest are honored. The aim is to

re-parent oneself or raise children in an environment where both diligence

and downtime are equally valued, promoting a healthy relationship with

work and rest.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Cleaning and Parental Trauma

Chapters 26-31 Summary

26. Cleaning and Parental Trauma

The concept of chores can be deeply entangled with trauma, particularly for

those who had abusive caregivers. In such situations, chores might have

been used as a form of punishment or a way to withhold affection, leaving

lasting impacts. As adults, individuals may either avoid chores, viewing

them as punitive, or become obsessively clean, fearing failure if their

environment is not perfect. It’s crucial to recognize whether the negative

inner dialogue surrounding chores stems from past caregivers rather than

one's own voice. Therapy can aid in redefining chores from being punitive

tasks to acts of self-care.

27. Gentle Skill Building: Maintaining a Space

Rather than adhering to rigid systems for household management, it’s more

effective to develop a flexible approach that works even on tough days.

Focus on maintaining one functional space in your home by identifying a
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few key tasks that, if completed weekly, keep the space functional. Assign

these tasks to specific days, ensuring that even when everything else seems

overwhelming, you're maintaining a level of order and functionality in one

area. This system provides a sense of achievement and maintains usability,

even amid chaos.

28. Being Kind to Future-You

Borrowing from service industry practices of completing side duties for the

next shift, it’s productive to consider routines as small acts of kindness for

your future self. On good days, spend around 30 minutes doing simple tasks

like unloading the dishwasher or prepping coffee to make future tasks easier.

On challenging days, identify survival tasks that align with the bare

minimum needed for functionality. Recognizing the importance of these

tasks in easing future burdens transforms them from chores to acts of

self-care, allowing for rest today and preparedness tomorrow.

29. Skill Deficit vs. Support Deficit

Rather than self-critique over perceived skill deficits, it might be more

helpful to acknowledge a lack of support. Different life stages might mean

having limited resources or energy, and prioritizing emotional well-being
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can be more valuable than striving for perfection. During such times,

allowing yourself to experience emotions and seek joy can be vital forms of

self-support.

30. Who Deserves a Maid?

Hiring assistance for household tasks should not be considered a luxury only

for the deserving. If financially feasible, employing cleaning help during

overwhelming life phases is practical rather than indulgent. Finding an

individual cleaner, instead of relying on larger services, allows for flexible

arrangements rooted in personal need and comfort. This approach

emphasizes reducing stress and guilt over maintaining appearances, focusing

more on personal mental health and functionality.

31. You Deserve a Beautiful Sunday

The tale of a follower who opted for leisure over exhaustive cleaning

illustrates an important principle: life’s value lies in joy, not maintenance of

spotless perfection. Household tasks exist solely to ensure functional living,

freeing individuals to experience life’s pleasures. It’s unnecessary to

complete exhaustive chores to earn leisure time. Instead, focusing on

maintaining essential functionality supports well-being and amplifies the joy
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derived from simple pleasures, such as spending a leisurely day outside.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Being Kind to Future-You

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 28, the concept of being kind to

your 'future-you' shines as a transformative mindset. By dedicating

moments to small preparatory actions—like unloading the dishwasher

or laying out clothes for the next day—you're not merely tackling

chores but gifting your future self with eased burdens and streamlined

routines. Even on challenging days, focusing on these minimal tasks

transforms them from tedious chores into compassionate acts of

self-care. This practice builds mental resilience, as it acknowledges

and prepares for future challenges while maximizing those days when

energy is abundant. Cultivating such a practice promotes a sense of

preparedness and peace, reminding you that you're worthy of care and

consideration, even from yourself.
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