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Praise for
Organizing for the Creative Person


“Creative, time-tested techniques and helpful illustrations and anecdotes plus sound psychological advice. Well done!”

—Susan Silver, author of Organized to Be the Best!




“Understanding the role brain dominance plays in learning skills, especially learning organization skills, is an important breakthrough, especially for people who are chronically disorganized.”

—Judith Kolberg, Director, National Study Group on Chronic Disorganization




“From the personal organization box to the not-to-do list, Organizing for the Creative Person provides specific steps to dig out from the clutter for those wallowing in an avalanche of paper.”

—Peter Jeff, Steelcase, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION


“Come into my parlor …”
The spider wanted to invite the fly
But he just couldn’t say it
’Cause his web was all awry.



People often joke about disorganization, but jokes can be a screen for genuine discomfort—a way of covering up feelings of embarrassment or inadequacy.

For centuries, certain people have wondered why they had such a difficult time staying organized, while equally intelligent people around them seemed to have no trouble at all. Just being told how to get organized hasn’t solved these people’s problems because—although they may not be aware of it—inner obstacles prevent their use of standard organizing techniques.

Many wonderfully talented people have been able to create anything and everything—except order. Despite their many exceptional abilities, they have a hard time attending to details, keeping things where they belong, finding what they need, getting to places on time, following through on projects, and so on. As we’ll explain in the second chapter, a tendency toward brain dominance or preference makes it difficult for some of them to get organized in the conventional ways.

If someone appears, outwardly, to be untidy or disorganized, that person’s unique abilities and genius may be hidden, even from himself or herself. If you’re one of those people, you may feel criticism acutely, and the resulting loss of respect from others may discourage you and damage your self-esteem. You may even perceive yourself as deficient. When you lose or forget something, you may ask yourself, “What’s the matter with me?”

It’s a vicious cycle, because this discouragement robs you of the physical and emotional energy needed to attack the job of dealing with the disorder.

WHO CAN BENEFIT FROM THIS BOOK

If you tend to be disorganized, but it doesn’t bother you or the people around you, you don’t need this book.

If, on the other hand, disorder presents continuing problems for you, we want to give you insights into what may be causing these difficulties and offer some tools that may be helpful.

Whether disorder is pervasive in your life or there is only one small aspect of organizing that you want to master, you’ll benefit from learning why you have had difficulty overcoming obstacles and how to integrate new organizing skills into your lifestyle. You will also master skills to take renewed charge of your life, feel better about yourself, and be able to relieve tensions in your relationships through mutual understanding and acceptance.

If someone you live or work with suffers from chronic disorganization, you will benefit from our book by understanding what makes that person tick and learning better ways to work with him or her.

HOW THIS BOOK IS DIFFERENT

This book differs from standard organizing books in three significant ways:

First, it is intentionally designed to appeal to creative people. (By this we mean those with natural flair, imagination, and unconventional ways of doing things—and who very often experience organizational difficulties.)

Second, it delves more deeply into the reasons why some people have trouble with organization. Specifically, it focuses on the different ways the right and left hemispheres of your brain work. Scientific studies have shown that creativity resides in the right hemisphere of the brain. However, the right hemisphere lacks any concept of time, structure, or detail; these traits reside in the left brain. If you are “right brain dominant,” you are likely to be a creative person—but you’re also likely to have problems organizing. (We’ll talk about this more in Chapter 2.)

Finally, it makes unconventional suggestions about how to organize. These unique ideas may seem strange to the naturally orderly person, but we know that most standard systems simply don’t feel comfortable or don’t appeal to the creative person.

Specifically, we’ll help you learn ways


	to keep your papers so you can find them without losing them in a filing cabinet

	to use your time more effectively, so you’ll have more time left for fun and creativity

	to overcome procrastination

	to be in better control of your life without becoming rigid

	to handle criticism



A WORD ABOUT US

Since 1981, Dorothy Lehmkuhl has been teaching time management and organizing through seminars, speeches, writing, and consulting.

Dolores Cotter Lamping is a Specialist in Psychology and Education, a Certified Social Worker and Licensed Professional Counselor who has done individual, group, and family counseling. She has also taught self-development to adults at several colleges.

For many years the two of us, in our separate careers, have observed people who had difficulty with their organizational skills, and who came to us for help on an ongoing basis after struggling unsuccessfully with their everyday habits. We have been able to help these people, but are aware that there are innumerable others who continue to struggle with organizational skills, and who have no one in their communities to whom they can turn for help. We have combined insights gained through right- and left-brain research with organizing techniques based on new knowledge about human behavior.

In writing this book we are reaching out to you with understanding, knowledge, and experience of what has worked for other people. Having worked extensively with people with organizational difficulties, we know the difference between realistic and unrealistic goals and expectations. Even though you may have struggled for many years, the situation is never hopeless.

You can succeed by allowing us to lead you one step at a time until you begin to see a difference in your life.

We can offer you all the tools you need to succeed, but our power ends at the last page of this book. It is up to you to choose whether or not to use these tools.

If you want to succeed, these are the powers that must come from within you:


	the DESIRE to change

	the BELIEF that the rewards will be worth your efforts

	the DECISION to persevere until you do succeed



Allow us to come into your life and work with you. We’d like to help.


1

FULFILLING YOUR DREAMS


If you don’t know where you are going
it doesn’t matter which road you take.



Almost everyone wants to be well organized, yet that dream is continually elusive for some. Becoming organized is not something you can roll up your sleeves and “do” in an afternoon; it is an ongoing process. This chapter has been designed to assist you in getting in touch with the dreams you want to fulfill. The following chapters will help you learn how to assess your organizing style and how to go about making your dreams a reality.

The Power of Choice

Everyone has the power to take control of his or her life, but not everyone takes advantage of it. This is the power of choice, and it’s the greatest power in the world. Your power of choice can be your most noble ally or your most fearsome enemy, depending on how you CHOOSE to use it. You use your power of choice every day of your life. You choose what to wear, what to do next, how much to eat, what to say, whether to agree or disagree with those around you; you are making choices all the time. Even when you are doing nothing, it’s because you have chosen not to do anything.

How you are organized is also a result of the choices you make on a minute-by-minute basis. If you choose to file papers away when you’re finished using them, you’ll tend toward better organization. If you choose to leave papers lying on your desk when you’re finished with them, you’ll end up with piles of papers on your desk.

The Power to Succeed

You also have the power to succeed. Some people succeed and some don’t, and the difference is in the choices they make. The people who succeed are the ones who make the right choices. At first glance that sounds logical—but wait a minute! How do you know what the right choices are?

By knowing what you want.

“But how do I know what I want?” you argue.

By thinking through what you value in life.

If you don’t know where you are going, it doesn’t matter what direction you take. We ask, If you don’t know what you want in life, how do you know what to do next?

Floating Through Life

Do you just sort of float through life, grasping first one opportunity and then another? Imagine the seeds of a dandelion puff blown into the wind. Do you try to grab at all the seeds—with the majority of them quickly floating farther out of your reach? After you’ve run and run, chasing these whimsical opportunities, do you return breathless, with empty hands? If you identify with this image, you need to understand what is happening in your life. It’s time to take stock of where you are and where you want to go.


KNOW WHAT YOU WANT

The first step toward achieving success is figuring out what will make you, as an individual, feel successful. Knowing your goals then becomes your guideline on how to spend your time. If you don’t know what you want, how do you know what to do next?



Or perhaps you are well directed in certain areas of your life, but not in others. Many people tell us that at work, for instance, they are able to focus on what they need to do almost perfectly, yet they exercise little or no direction in their personal lives.
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Do you find yourself chasing one opportunity after another?

Knowing what you want, and staking out a path that will get you there, helps you make the right decisions about what to do next. Rather than wildly pursuing many goals at once, focus on planning ahead. Consider carefully selecting cultivated seeds in order to create a flower garden of those dreams you most want to bring to full bloom.

Fantasizing for Success

One way of getting in touch with what you value in life is to fantasize for a minute. Picture yourself in the most perfect role you can imagine in your life:


	Are you a free-lance photographer?

	Have you earned your Ph.D.?

	Have you built a woodworking business that produces unique furniture?

	Are you the CEO of a gigantic Fortune 500 company?

	Are you free to go fishing anytime you want?

	Are you improving the world by joining an activist movement or doing grassroots community service?



Don’t be limited by anything in your dreams—time, money, miles, age, or what you’ve been able or unable to do in the past. If you had unlimited amounts of skill, energy, materials, physical abilities, resources, and self-confidence, what would you do? How would you like to spend your time?

Visualize for a moment exactly how your home, office, or studio would look. Picture the inside and the outside. What would the setting be? How would it sound? What scents would prevail? Would you be alone or with others? Who would those others be?

Consider even more questions. When you die, what will you have wanted to accomplish? Will you be disappointed because you wanted to do some things that you didn’t even try?

According to the noted psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, “I made a living but I never really lived” is the single most common regret of the terminally ill. Evaluate what “really living” means to you. Don’t be confined by “limited thinking.” (After all, a goal is nothing but a dream set within a time frame.) Someone has said, “Those who can see the invisible can do the impossible.” If you can open up your mind to dream of any possibility, you will be less likely to look back with regret on missed opportunities.

When you have carefully thought about the above, you are well on your way to goal-setting—to making choices that will aim you toward your success.

When we refer to success in this book, we are not necessarily talking about money or advancement—or even about being “perfectly” organized. Success means whatever you want it to mean. It means accomplishing whatever you want out of life. It’s all right not to consider material wealth as having paramount importance in your life. In fact, we believe those who choose not to chase after unending wealth are more content than those who do. What is important is that you build your own castles in the air, whatever they may be, and strive to make them real. A Spanish proverb says, “If you build no castles in the air, you build no castles anywhere.” So castles in the air are fine—wonderful, in fact. But if you want them to last, you must build a foundation under them, or they will be gone with the wind.

Setting out your goals in writing provides the foundation for ensuring the permanence of your castles in the air. Laying that foundation will give you a picture of your future. Whether you dream of becoming a famous surgeon or artist, or of starting your own business, you will become the person in your dreams if you lay a solid foundation and build on it.

Others’ Expectations

You will never achieve true success—that is, a deep feeling of satisfaction and contentment—if you only work to fulfill others’ expectations. If you’ve been raised to take over the family business, for instance, but have little interest in the daily dealings of that company, you’ll never be happy. Innumerable people have become doctors, lawyers, or ministers because it was a “family tradition,” only to find that those medical, legal, or religious professions did not suit them. We are not suggesting, however, that you just walk away from present commitments without making alternative arrangements.


AVOID A ME-FIRST ATTITUDE

A me-first attitude at the expense of others will ultimately result in failure. You must take good care of yourself but don’t just walk away from current commitments. Remember that a truly successful life includes ethics, family, and community.



Do Activities to Achieve a Goal

You don’t “do” a goal; that would be like “doing” a dream. A goal is something you achieve or accomplish. It’s something you work toward, usually over a period of time, and it’s achieved by doing a series of activities.

If you want to become a surgeon, for instance, your activities would include researching what premedical courses would be necessary, which schools would be best, applying to the schools, taking the required courses, and so on. Someday, after completing all those activities, you would indeed accomplish your goal of being the surgeon of your dreams.

The person with little foresight—one who tends to “live for today”—will have difficulty sticking with doing the necessary activities to achieve a goal. For example, it’s sometimes difficult for this person to see how saving money on small, out-of-pocket expenses today can help toward starting a much-wanted business in the distant future. This is one of many reasons for putting your goals in writing. Keeping an eye on your goals helps motivate you to complete the activities that will achieve them.

“It’s Too Late”

You may think you’re too old to realize your dreams. “That may be fine for younger people,” you say, “but I’m too old for all that now.” Perhaps that’s true—and perhaps it’s not. Although you may not reach the degree of success you visualized in years past, it’s usually working toward your goal that brings true satisfaction. Consider some of the following:


A woman in her late thirties, with a family, applied for medical school. When the counselor reminded her she would be forty-four years old when she graduated, she replied, “Sir, God willing I’ll be forty-four years old anyway, and when I get there I’d rather have that degree in my hand.”

An eighty-three-year-old woman graduated from a college in Michigan. During her schooling she worked four hours a day, five days a week, and overcame a heart attack and breast cancer.

An eighty-year-old Michigan woman rode 2,800 miles on her motorcycle during 1989. “Honda Honey,” as she is known, also snowmobiles and water-skis, which she took up at age fifty-seven. “Don’t just sit and relax,” she said. “Take the challenge.”




IT’S NEVER TOO LATE

Just because you’re advanced in years doesn’t mean you are too old. Even the elderly wear braces on their teeth, get college degrees, take swimming lessons, and start new careers. (Accept the fact, however, that your goals may change as your life experiences change.)



Take Credit

Although you need to reach for the stars, don’t set impossible goals. You can’t regrow an arm or move an ocean. Trying to attain the impossible only sets you up for failure. If you take an oath to lose ten pounds in one week, you may end up starving yourself and still probably lose only six pounds. (And at the end of the week you may binge on food because you are so hungry). Once more you’ll be down on yourself because you feel you’ll never attain the goals you set for yourself.

Instead, keep your feet on the ground by setting small, attainable goals. By doing a little at a time, you can feel successful. Before you know it, these little steps will add up to incredible achievements. Instead of going for ten pounds, decide to lose one or two pounds a week for five weeks. Then, if you end up losing only four pounds during that time, give yourself credit for losing that much. Rather than considering yourself a failure for not losing ten, realize you made worthwhile progress and you are four pounds lighter than when you began. That’s success!
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Set realistic goals, and give yourself credit for accomplishing them.

CHANNELING YOUR EFFORTS

Now that you understand the importance of making choices, why you need to know what you want in life, and what goal-setting will do for you, it’s time to consider which of your many dreams are most important to you. Let’s say that as the most important things in your life you have chosen to make money, to have a quality family life, and to help others in the form of volunteer work.

Imagine that your efforts, energies, and opportunities fall in the form of rain, and you are standing in that rain holding an umbrella. Even though the raindrops are abundant, you aren’t catching any of them.

But suppose that underneath the edges of the umbrella is a circle of buckets. As you stand holding the umbrella perfectly straight, most of the raindrops fall off the edges down into the empty pails, with some falling in between.

If these buckets have no purpose, they will have no meaning for you, and the opportunities represented by the raindrops will be wasted. So let’s label three of these pails “Making Money,” “Family,” and “Helping Others.” If you want to focus on only three buckets (goals), you can tilt your umbrella so that the greatest amount of rain will fall into those three pails.
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Try to channel your efforts to make the most of your opportunities

Now think about the activities you can do in order to make money. Envision a different set of buckets beneath another umbrella. Imagine taking your “Making Money” bucket and pouring it out over the second umbrella. You have labeled this second set of buckets with possible ways to make money. Perhaps one is labeled “College,” representing going back to college to get a degree in interior decorating; another might be “Sales,” for going into a new sales position; yet another might be “Present Position,” for staying in your present occupation and figuring out ways to earn more money there, and so on. You have the power to tilt your second umbrella at will to direct the “rain” from your “Making Money” bucket into whichever surrounding buckets you choose.

Some of your energies and opportunities will still fall into the other buckets or onto the ground between the buckets, which is okay, because no single bucket can contain all the opportunities that will come your way. You must learn to be comfortable letting some of life go by while you concentrate on what is important to you. You need to choose which buckets to fill, focus on them, and not be concerned with the rest.

Maybe this umbrella/bucket vision will give you a graphic idea of why you need to make choices among your “buckets” or goals. Once again, catching just a little rain in many buckets or opportunities, or putting just a little energy or effort into a wide variety of things, may net you very little in the long run. While the rain of energy and opportunities is prolific, it is not unending.

Record Your Goals

One of the basic elements of successful goal setting is recording your fantasies in some way. Capture every idea you come up with, no matter how silly it may seem. Be unlimited in your thinking.

Put down everything you can imagine you might ever want to accomplish. Don’t be limited by anything—time, money, geography, or past failures. Remember your childhood dreams and ask yourself if you would still like to try for some of them.

You can do this in one of several ways. First, you can make lists on one or more sheets of paper. This is the simplest and quickest way to proceed. If, however, you resist list-making and are artistic, perhaps you would rather draw pictures of your goals. Instead of writing many ideas on one paper, take a small sketch pad and do a rough drawing of each of your dreams on separate sheets. Use color markers to liven them up if you like, but we caution you not to get caught up in the act of drawing and become distracted from the task at hand. Your mission is to get all of your possible goals down on paper, not to see how well you can draw.

Another way to record your goals is to do that very literally—on an audiocassette. Keep your tape recorder handy, and each time you think of something else you’d like to do—whether it’s a major project or a lifetime goal—push the Record button. In the same way as with a written list, you’ll be able to save these ideas and listen to them again at will.

We hope you don’t have an aversion to recording your goals in some manner. Some people are fearful of doing this because they feel that once their goals are written down, they are then putting themselves into the position of being “forced” to follow through—either by themselves or by others. They somehow have the feeling that once they’re on paper they’re written in concrete, and that if they don’t achieve the goals, it’s a sign of failure.

Please understand that goals are written in sand, not in concrete. Because interests, lifetime experiences, and personal situations change so rapidly in our society, there is no disgrace in changing your mind. You will be happier, however, if you can settle down to heading in one direction without constant changes. Perpetual changes in course will only lead you in circles.

Avoid sharing goals with someone who might not be positive about the goals or your ability to achieve them. If you’re concerned about another person ridiculing you about your goals, then simply find a private place to keep your list—in the middle of a large unused book on your shelf, for instance. (Just don’t forget where you put it! If that’s a concern, write down the location.)

Prioritize

After you have recorded all your possible goals, begin making choices. By making a new list, forming separate piles of sketches, or listening to your tape, divide your list into classifications labeled A, B, and C.

You can take advantage of only so many opportunities in life. Be at least a little realistic while shooting for the stars. Whittle down your list to those few objectives that will make you, as an individual, feel most successful, and concentrate on those. In this case, A represents those ideas that have the highest priority, C the least important, and ? in between. In making your decisions, it may help to ask yourself, “When I die, will I care if I have accomplished this goal?”

When you have finished separating your list into columns or your drawings into piles, use time-management expert Alan Lakein’s method:

Separate all of your B items out of the B category and shift them either into the A or C sections, so no B’s are left. Then take the dreams in your C category and tuck them away to work on in the future, after you have achieved your more pressing needs. This leaves you only with A’s—the goals (or buckets) into which you want to pour your greatest energies.

If you are left with too many A goals—say eight or more—we suggest reprioritizing them in the same manner, subdividing them again into A, B, and C categories. This will assure you of being able to focus on what will help you feel most successful.

Don’t be insecure about delaying some of the things you want. So long as you are accomplishing other things even more important to you, the rest will still be awaiting your attention.
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Sort your priorities into A’s, B’s, and C’s; then decide if those B’s are really A’s or C’s.

Creating a Time Frame

Setting goals is just great—but if you want your dreams to come to fruition, you need to devote some time to achieving them. For that reason it is imperative to consider when you want to devote that time to achieving your goals. You may remember that earlier in this chapter we mentioned that goals are merely “dreams set within a time frame.” The time frame will help keep you on track. We recommend that you write next to each of your goals the date by which you would like to achieve that goal. This will be discussed in more detail in later chapters.

Once again, you aren’t writing this date in permanent ink. It’s changeable, but you have to start somewhere, so write down a time that you think would be acceptable to achieve your goal.

Congratulations! You have now identified the most important objectives in your life.

Now that you understand which roads you want to choose in order to follow your dreams, the following chapters will be devoted to helping you make those dreams come true.

SUMMARY


	Your organizing style is a result of the choices you make on a minute-by-minute basis.

	The first step toward success is figuring out what will make you as an individual feel successful.

	Knowing what you want helps you make the right decisions about what to do next.

	Through visualizing, get in touch with what you value.

	Don’t be afraid to dream the impossible dream.

	Success means accomplishing whatever you want out of life, not living up to others’ expectations.

	Goals are achieved by doing a series of activities.

	Put the most energy and effort into those goals you most want to achieve.

	Record your goals in some way—on a tape recorder, in writing, or in pictures.

	For the excitement of seeing your dreams come true, set up a prioritized schedule or time frame.






End of sample
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