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Introduction

To have a vision for your life and take steps every day toward that vision is where true happiness lies. Ordering your life to support you in your vision is one of the most profound steps you can take. No matter how many times you’ve attempted to “get organized once and for all” and have perhaps fallen short of your desires, with some basic determination and this book by your side, you can start where you are and make it happen this time.

To paraphrase George Bernard Shaw, “Hell is to drift. Heaven is to steer.” But why do we so often feel out of control? Perhaps it’s because we know what we need to do, but we don’t know how to do it. Consider this book a basic course in life navigation. You’re about to become the captain of your own ship and learn how to plot your course through the day-to-day seas of life.

This is not a dictatorial, “do-it-my-way” kind of book. It’s more like a Chinese food menu. You know, “Choose one from Column A, one from Column B.” I’ve taken good ideas from wherever I could find them—self-improvement technologies, meditation, visualization, psychology, behavioral studies—whatever I’ve found that works, either for me personally or for people I know. You pick and choose what makes the most sense for you. Just know that the methods I’ve shared with you are basic, tried-and-true ones, but feel free to adapt them to suit your own style and personality.

Getting organized isn’t something to do “someday”—it’s essential to getting ahead and leading a joyful, productive life. The degree to which you need to change what you’re doing now to enhance your daily existence and realize your dreams is something you have to find out for yourself. Let this book be your guide. I’ve structured it so you can first set your goals, tackle any immediate roadblocks, decide which areas are really urgent, and then turn to the section that most applies.

It’s not all work and no play, either. There’s lots of fun stuff throughout, and the chapters at the end of the book help you continue sailing your organized ship through smooth and choppy waters.




How This Book Is Organized 

To make it easy for you to design your own organization plan, I’ve divided the book into seven parts:

Part 1, “What Do You Mean, ‘Organized’?” looks at some past experiences or unrealistic ideals that might be getting in your way, and shows you how to figure out what’s really important to make an immediate improvement and feel more in control.

You also explore some ways to get motivated, stick to your commitment to organize your life, and avoid some of the “booby traps” we all have a tendency to set for ourselves. You learn the Basic Laws of Stuff and the Basic Laws of Time, and how stuff and time work together to make your life either smooth or chaotic. And if “stuff” truly rules your life, I offer resources to get the help you need.

Part 2, “Stuff Simplified,” gives you a simple system you can apply to any room, any task, and any kind of “stuff.” You also learn the clear steps for handling all the mounds of paper that seem to come through the door and threaten to bury you.

Part 3, “Systems for Getting Stuff Done,” moves into the action areas of your life and concentrates on the tasks that will speed you toward accomplishing the goals you set for yourself. You learn how to set up a central management area, and you get some step-by-step advice for devising personal systems for your major areas of activity.

Part 4, “Room by Room,” examines each room in your house, one by one, and helps you “unstuff” each space and take it back for yourself and your family. You get to pay special attention to how you begin and end each day, with routines to help smooth out life’s bumpy rides.

Part 5, “Money and All That Stuff,” guides you through some simple strategies for budgeting and managing your money, examines systems for handling bills and taxes, and asks some basic questions about planning for the future. You’ll find concrete ideas for keeping your finances healthy through good times and bad.

Part 6, “Getting People Involved,” tackles the ways other people can unwittingly sabotage your organizational efforts and helps you get people on your side by encouraging understanding, exploring ways to communicate, and discussing when and how to hire other people to do the work for you.

Part 7, “Now That You’re Organized, Keep It That Way!” helps you stay on track with a minimum of effort after you have your plan in place. You’ll see how to adapt what you’ve learned to your particular lifestyle and how not to let the holidays or other special circumstances throw you off track.

At the end of the book, I’ve included some resources to take you still further in refining your organizational skills.




Extras 

To give you additional food for thought—some shortcuts, tips, and resources to expand your knowledge of certain areas—I’ve scattered additional-info boxes throughout the chapters: Visualize It

These boxes include visualization exercises to help you clarify your goals and experience the peace of mind organization brings.
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Word Power

These humorous and helpful quotes make you think and light the way through your organizing journey.
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Simplewise

The tips for accelerated results in these boxes might just rev up your plan to warp speed!
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Black Hole

Heed these pitfalls to avoid and signs that things are slipping.








Trademarks 

All terms mentioned in this book that are known to be or are suspected of being trademarks or service marks have been appropriately capitalized. Alpha Books and Penguin Group (USA) Inc. cannot attest to the accuracy of this information. Use of a term in this book should not be regarded as affecting the validity of any trademark or service mark.




Part 1

What Do You Mean, “Organized”?

Some people just seem to be born organized. But I believe most organized people are made, not born. As with other important areas in life, many of us never had anyone to teach us the skills needed to be organized, but with understanding and practice, these skills can be learned.

In Part 1, you learn about the beliefs and habits that could be holding you back in your efforts to take control of your time, your relationships, your career, and all the other things that make living worthwhile. You find out how to avoid the biggest trap that seeks to ensnare us all and the basic rules governing the material things we have and the things we want to do. If your relationship with stuff is truly out of control, there’s plenty of help for you to turn to, and you also learn how to make your organization efforts compatible with what’s really important to you.
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Chapter 1

Where Do I Begin?

In This Chapter

• How you got organization challenged in the first place
• How disorganized are you, really?
• The benefits of getting it all together
• How to set meaningful goals
• Effective resolutions—New Year’s and otherwise

Before you dive in and start writing lists, tearing apart closets, and buying new storage containers, let’s begin at the beginning. How did you get into this mess in the first place? Did it just happen, or can you find identifiable reasons why your life is so chaotic? Rearranging things on the surface isn’t going to create the kind of deeper life changes I suspect you’re striving for. You want this to be a whole new direction, not just another quick fix that doesn’t last, don’t you?




Growing Up Is Hard to Do 

For some of us, me included, the roots of our disorderliness go way back. Our parents may not have understood why, but somehow we didn’t think the way they did. My mother was either born organized or was trained to be organized. It was just how she was, and she believed it was the right way to be.

I identified more with Dad, who was industrious and curious and liked having lots of projects going at once. He was, in a word, messy. Needless to say, there was some tension in our house. To then have a creative-but-messy daughter, too, must have driven my mother nuts.

When a child doesn’t fit the mold and get with the program that an adult finds second nature, this behavior can be seen as rebelliousness or laziness or, even worse, an inherent defect. But the “organization gene” isn’t necessarily inherited. For some it’s an acquired trait. Join the club!

The opposite scenario might just as well be true. Some of us were raised in chaos by one or both parents who didn’t get the gene either. Chaos is all we’ve known. So how can we do something when we never learned how?

Our experiences from childhood that may contribute to our current state of affairs need to be addressed, but whatever the reasons we got to where we are now, they are only that—reasons. The good news is that organizing skills can be learned, and that’s what this book is here to help you do! You can start right now to shed the constraints of old habits, old thinking, and old emotions and embrace the true freedom of creating a life of order and peace.

Throughout this book, I give you a series of visualizations in the Visualize It boxes. By replaying old “movies,” we can see ourselves as we are and then redirect our visions to create what we want them to be. When you do these visualizations, pretend you’re writing and directing a movie. Add as much detail as you possibly can. Notice any emotions that surface as your movie plays on the screen. Write down anything that comes to mind during your screening, or dictate your thoughts into a recorder. Write an essay or story, or draw what you see—whatever most helps you get in touch with your visualization experience. What you see and believe in your mind, you create in the material world. If you want to change what you’re creating, one of the first steps is to “see” differently.

Visualize It

Close your eyes and imagine your childhood room. What does it look like? Do you share it with a sibling? How much privacy do you have? Are things scattered about, or is everything in its place? Who’s responsible for taking care of it? How does being there make you feel? What do you remember your parents saying about it? Take your time and add lots of details. Pay attention to any fatalistic words like always and never that pop up, as these words can set the stage for your adult attitudes. Also be aware of verbal criticisms and supportive language. Write down any strong images or words that come up during this exercise. We’ll refer to them later.






You Can’t Have (or Do) Everything 

Even as an adult, you may still be trying to gain your parents’ approval. This can be especially difficult for women because housekeeping and making sure the family is well fed, clothed, and successful has traditionally been the woman’s job. It’s easy to get caught up in trying to be “as good as Mother” (or even better than Mom!), even though Mother might never have worked outside the home or had as many responsibilities or interests as you do today.

Recent studies show that although more women are in the workforce, and some even make more money than their male partners, most working women still do the lion’s share of the housework and child care. Another study shows a trend that rather than duke it out over chores, neither partner is doing the work! I guess you can call that a truce of sorts, but in tough economic times, eating out and hiring a cleaning service may not be in the budget anymore.

Again, the important thing is simply to notice your feelings and experiences. Ask yourself some questions:

Of the chores that need to be done every day, every week, or every month (don’t forget to include tasks such as bill paying, driving kids, making appointments, washing the car, and doing household repairs), how is the work distributed? You may want to make a list on one side of a piece of paper, divide the rest of the paper into columns, and check off which tasks you do and which ones your partner and your children do. Be honest and fair.

How many hours does each adult spend working outside the home or inside the home if there’s a home-based business?

Do you feel household chores are evenly distributed? Are those feelings based on the facts? If you asked the other adults in the household how much of the workload they share, what would they say? How does that fit with your picture of how the work is distributed?

Ask other family members to make up a sheet of their own. How similar does it look to yours? Do this without judgment. You are doing some sleuthing to uncover the facts, and that includes others’ perceptions and attitudes.

Note the answers and the emotions they bring up. Acknowledge them, learn from them, and move on. You’ll have an opportunity to deal with this more in Chapters 8, 16, and 17.




Superwoman and Superman Are Myths 

Not only does your upbringing affect your attitudes about being organized, but so do the media and the entertainment industry. TV personalities and the pages of many home and lifestyles magazines present as “normal” images that are impossible ways of living for most of us. Don’t get me wrong; I subscribe to a few of those magazines. I even watch the TV shows on occasion. But do I really believe the lady on the screen edits her own magazine, does a weekly TV show, keeps several houses, irons her antique linens, shovels manure in her perfectly manicured garden, and singlehandedly cooks up impromptu dinners for 50 from scratch? Nah.

Then there are those guys on PBS or The Learning Channel. They know how to fix  everything. Their Craftsman tools are all in place, and their workshops look like no one ever works there. Of course, that’s because after the show is over, someone else comes in, puts everything away, and cleans up for them!

And what about those magazines that suggest being a real man means you have to work out, always look great and wear the right jeans, rebuild motors on the weekend, play touch football with the guys, and to top it all off, cook gourmet meals? No sweat, right?

Beware of the unattainable ideals created by movies, TV shows, and advertising. Remember, these people are paid actors. A hairdresser follows them around, their hands never touch a dish or change motor oil, and their homes only exist as movie sets or showrooms. And the neat part is, they never really seem to work!

Advertising is about illusions, with sales the ultimate goal. In Advertising 101, students learn how to create a need for a new product. If you’re creating one, that means there isn’t one to start with, right? The advertising industry shows you squeaky-clean homes that you feel you must have to be good parents, model homemakers, and acceptable people. In addition to living in a perfect home or apartment, you should have white teeth, perfectly clean hair, sparkling clothes, and dry underarms.
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Word Power

We are what we think. All that we are arises with our thoughts. With our thoughts, we make our world.

—Buddha



Don’t let yourself get caught in these marketing traps. See them for what they are: fantasies. Aim instead for a comfortable, orderly, clean, aesthetically pleasing place to live that works well to support your life goals and helps you get the important things—the ones you really care about—done.




How Would You Change Your Life? 

You picked up this book for a reason. You were looking for answers. Getting organized may be a lifelong struggle, or you may simply find yourself in a temporary slump due to a life-changing event, an illness, or even a bout of clinical depression. Maybe your existence is so out of control you’re truly desperate for a way out of the chaos because the consequences if you don’t are immediate and dire.

Whatever the degree or the cause, something is going on and only you can know where you are in the organization continuum. You are looking for simple, common-sense ways to make your life run more smoothly, and you’re ready to begin to make that happen. You’re ready for more than a temporary cosmetic solution. You’re willing to change old, deeply ingrained behaviors and adopt new, more productive habits.

Visualize It

Take a minute to visualize your ideal environment. Close your eyes and walk through your house one room at a time in your mind. Imagine each space clean and orderly. Imagine yourself greeting the morning with all your clothes ready to wear. See yourself eating a relaxed, nutritious breakfast at an inviting table. Next, visualize yourself at your job and see your office as a space that’s a pleasure to work in. Daydream about what you would like to do with your leisure time. Experience the pride, confidence, serenity, enjoyment, and overall sense of well-being that living in this fantasy place gives you. Now say out loud, “I want this for my life!”



So what do you really want to change? Actually, the better question to ask is, what do you want in your life? I’m not talking about what your parents wanted for you, or what your spouse wants, or what you think you should want, or what the media tells you to want. What do you really want?

Make a list of the top five things that immediately pop up when you honestly ask yourself what you really want, arrange them in order of priority with what you want most at the top, and post them in a prominent place.

Here’s what my own Five Things list looks like today:1. Create regular time for spirit and personal growth.
2. Spend quality time with the people I love.
3. Make time and space to be creative every day.
4. Pay more attention to my health.
5. Start downsizing.


Some years ago my list would have looked a lot different. At the top was “Get out of debt and gain control of my finances.” Yours might be as basic as “Have one quiet uncluttered place in the house where I can go to relax.”

Review your Five Things at least once a day, starting now. As you begin to create your plan for getting organized, keep in mind what’s truly important to you and be sure the systems you set up support your true desires. If you become aware of something you want more than the five initial wants you listed, by all means revise the list, but be sure it meets the strong desire quotient.




Setting Your Personal Organization Goals 

Okay, you’ve been honest with yourself about what your life is like. You’ve thought about what really matters to you and how you’d like things to be. Now let’s decide on some concrete areas to work on. Let’s begin to create your own personal organization plan, broken down into more detail and using your Five Things as a guide; put them in the order of importance that most makes sense to you. When you know what matters most in your life, you can use this book to help you accomplish your goals. You don’t need to read it from cover to cover at first. But even if you do, be sure to come back to this first chapter and narrow down those areas you know you need to get a grip on. Concentrating on these right away will have a significant impact on your life.
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Black Hole

Using your spouse or your significant other as your buddy in setting your goals could have some pitfalls. Your partner may be one of the challenges you’ll be dealing with later (see Part 6). But if he or she is the supportive, nurturing, team-player type, by all means, enlist your partner’s help!



So how are you going to stay on track through this process? Consider drafting a written contract with yourself. Your Self Contract needs to be specific and have a time associated with it. It could say something like this:

I agree to spend a total of one hour a day [or start with 15 minutes if that’s all you think you can do] for 1 week creating and following through on my plan to organize my life. At the end of a week, I will treat myself to a ____________ [movie, pedicure, hour sitting in my hammock reading a book—you choose!].

Sign and date your contract. Renew it in a week, and extend the time period accordingly.

Share your contract with a buddy. Having a partner in crime can drive your likelihood of success up another big notch. Be sure you pick someone who’ll be “in your face” about what you say you want. Do the same for your partner. Putting a due date on your contract makes your results measurable and real. Tell your buddy to get on your case when the date is drawing near. Meet regularly with your buddy in person or by phone to review your progress and celebrate when you meet a deadline. Have the same commitment to the other person’s goals that you have for your own.




Wish-Full Thinking 

You’ve identified your Five Things, the top five things you want most in your life right now. Now get out that pad and pencil again. We’re going to do some broad-based goal-setting. Make a separate sheet for these seven major areas of your life:• People (you get help with this in Chapter 8)
• Work (Chapter 9)
• Food (Chapter 11)
• Clothing (Chapter 12)
• Home (Chapters 10 through 13)
• Money (Chapters 14 and 15)
• Fun (throughout the whole book!)



On each sheet, make a random list under the main topic of how you’d like that area to be—your goals in that area. Don’t hold yourself back or censor yourself. No matter how irrelevant or unachievable your wishes and desires may seem, write them down. Include your “if onlys”—the things you’d like to have or do if you had more time, money, or skill. By including everything, you’ll get even clearer about what you really want.

For example, under Food, your goals might be to eat more healthful foods and perhaps lose some weight. How can being organized help you meet these goals? By having the proper foods on hand, by actually planning your meals to stay within certain nutritional guidelines, and by having the right equipment for preparing those  foods handy, your chances soar. If your goal is to become a gourmet cook and start your own catering business, however, your kitchen and your meal planning would look completely different.

On the sheet for Money, your goal might be to get out of debt, or you may want to start planning for retirement—or both. Write down everything that comes to mind. If you’re debt-free and already have a retirement plan in place, your financial goals might involve having more fun with your money, funding a future project you’ve always wanted to do, or helping others.

For Home, your goal may be as simple as being able to have company over for the first time in months (or is it years?) without being ashamed of the mess. Your organization plan will reflect your goals for each area.

The point is, if organizing your life is going to be lasting and meaningful, you don’t just get organized—you organize with a purpose. It’s up to you to discover what that purpose is.


Narrowing Your List 

Continue writing your wish list for each category until you’ve completed all seven. Now on each sheet, circle the one wish that, if it were fulfilled, would have the most significant impact on your life right now. Put a number 1 next to it. To add a little perspective, think about what would make the most difference in your life if you only had a year to live. I’m not getting morbid here; I’m just trying to inject a little urgency into this exercise. Funny how such a thought cuts through the chaff and gets to the kernel of wheat in a hurry!

As you read this book, use these sheets as a reminder when you begin to list specific tasks taken from each chapter that will help you achieve your goals. You can save the back of each sheet for that if you like. These are the actions you can take to help you reach the goals you just decided are most important to you. In this way, wishes are transformed into goals, and goals into tasks; ultimately, all this is magically turned into results.

Going back to one of our earlier examples, let’s suppose under Food, you listed as your primary goal “to lose 20 pounds and eat more healthful foods.” When you turn to Chapter 11, you’re going to be looking for the tips and projects that will help you organize your kitchen and adapt them to cooking healthier meals that will work with your new eating plan.

If you put “perform better in my job” or “set up my office so I can find things” on the worksheet, you’ll want to pay special attention to Chapter 6 on handling paper and Chapter 9 on work systems. I know you’ll find at least three simple things you can do immediately to get headed in the right direction.


Setting Priorities 

Now number your sheets in order of priority, with number 1 being the most significant for you right now. If you believe the most important immediate area to work on is relationships, the People sheet will have a number 1 on it. If your doctor told you to lose 50 pounds or you’re likely to have a heart attack, Food might take number 1. You get the idea.

How and what you organize first depends largely on your priorities. If you decide that weight loss is a top-of-the-list priority, your kitchen and food systems need special attention, as does your activity level. If your career is in high gear and you want to focus on furthering your education and getting ahead, but you’ve got the health thing pretty much in hand, other areas jump to the top of the list.

Next, on each sheet circle two more wishes (goals) with a very high priority. That should give you three circled wishes on each sheet. Decide, in order of importance, which should be number 2 and which takes the number 3 spot. If you’re having problems with goal-setting and decide you need to do some extra work, consider reading one of the books I’ve recommended in Appendix A associated with this chapter.

You’ll have an even more finely honed set of goals and priorities to work with. The Magic Lamp: Goal Setting for People Who Hate Setting Goals covers all aspects of goal-setting, including the things that get in the way. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People focuses heavily on developing a mission statement. Wishcraft: How to Get What You Really Want and I Could Do Anything If I Only Knew What It Was: How to Discover What You Really Want and How to Get It gives you additional exercises to help you pinpoint your goals.
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Black Hole

If you don’t have a calendar/ planner or a central planning place, you’ll make the task of organizing much more difficult than it has to be. We deal with this in more detail in Chapter 7. For now, get a notebook just for your organizing plans and put it someplace where you’ll be able to refer to it often.



Finally, place the individual lists of three goals for each category on one sheet you can put in your daily calendar book or on the wall near the desk or table you use to manage your daily affairs.




Commit or Fail 

Let’s examine your motivations for a minute. Has something happened, like maybe you blew an important appointment because you forgot or couldn’t find the materials you were supposed to bring? Or did you just spend 2 hours looking for a wrench you know you have and finally ended up driving to the hardware store so you could buy a duplicate to complete the job?
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Word Power

On the other side of the challenge there is a great reward.

Keep going.

When you’ve made the effort and cannot yet see the result, keep going. The very next step could be the one that brings you across the finish line.

—Ralph Marston



An aggravating event can sure be the beginnings of getting motivated. But what if you use this trigger incident to propel you forward? How did you feel when that happened? If you traced the incident back to an organizational glitch, what would it be? Did you forget the appointment because you don’t have a working system for keeping track? Do you have a routine for laying out what you’ll need each day ahead of time, so you’re prepared? Is the clutter in your workshop or garage so bad you don’t know what you have? If you look at these incidents in their broader context, the motivation can be even greater and longer lasting.

As you go through this process of checking in with yourself, setting goals, and creating a plan around them, keep in the back of your mind which area seems to crop up most often as a bugaboo or seems to suck the most energy out of you. When I first started my journey toward taking back my life from the gremlins of disorder, our finances kept cropping up over and over again. I had money in the checking account but couldn’t seem to pay our bills on time. I’d misplace important papers in the stacks and piles that accumulated in my home office. When tax time rolled around, it was a nightmare.

I can’t tell you what a difference it made when I set up a filing system, got my banking put to rights, and set up a system for paying bills. As you do the preparation work in these first few chapters, try to zero in on what’s going to make the biggest impact, and put that at the top of the charts.

This is going to take some work on your part, but it need not be overwhelming. You know the old question and answer: “How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time.” Well, that’s what you’re going to do—eat an elephant! I’m going to help you, of course, but I need you to pick up the knife and fork. Sure, you can just slap on some quick fixes, and they’ll probably make a difference, at least for a while. But think of what a difference it’ll make if you work on the big picture and set up organization systems that keep on working for you.




The Master Plan: Keep It Flexible 

This isn’t going to be like the fad diet many of us have experienced—something you go on for a week until you get tired of counting calories or denying yourself the foods you really enjoy until gradually the diet goes by the wayside. Why don’t these diets work? They’re too rigid. Expectations are too high. They make you feel deprived and stifled. They focus on the symptoms, not on making deeper lifestyle changes.

Experts agree that the best way to lose weight is to change your lifestyle to support healthful eating and make time for regular exercise. You need information to make that change. Which foods? How to cook? Which exercise? How to stay motivated? That know-how—some of it general, some of it specific to you (what foods you like and which exercise you most enjoy, for example)—let you create a plan that will help you achieve a more healthful lifestyle.

It’s no different with getting organized. You need to do the following:• Gather general information about how to organize the areas where you need it most.
• Collect information about your specific likes, dislikes, strengths, and weaknesses.
• Identify goals that really matter to you and back them up with a Self Contract.
• Set up a concrete plan.
• Break up the plan into simple tasks.
• Schedule tasks, and work toward your goals a little each day.
• Develop ways to check progress and reward yourself for achievements.



Take your time with Part 1 of this book. The mental preparation we’re going to do together will set you up for greater success when you begin to take action later on. It’s important to do this brain work upfront, before you start tearing apart your closets or canceling all your magazine subscriptions. You’ve already made a good start in the goal-setting area. And there’s an added bonus: the techniques you learn here to get your life in order can be transferred to any other area of your life you’d like to change. Figure out what you really want, make a commitment to get it, get the information you need to achieve your goal, and work at it a little each and every day.

Be willing to adapt your plan as you begin to implement it. Think of your life as continually under construction, and be open to changing things as you go along. It’s been said that life is the greatest do-it-yourself project you’ll ever undertake. Acquiring the tools and skills you need will make you a better craftsman.




You Deserve a Break Today 

Another fundamental concept for changing behavior is providing rewards when you do what you set out to do. Probably the greatest reward for getting your life organized is having more time to spend doing the things you most enjoy. Why not make a list of these things, and when you achieve one of your goals, reward yourself with some time spent doing one of them? I enjoy certain crafts and playing several musical instruments. When I’ve done something that was especially difficult or took special discipline, I reward myself with some time in front of the piano or a couple of hours of beading.

Be good to yourself. Changing your old ways won’t be easy. We all resist change. It makes us uncomfortable. It can even be downright scary. Reward yourself as often as possible, even if it’s just to look in the mirror to say “Well done!” Create small rewards for small things and bigger rewards for bigger things, and don’t forget to include some rewards just because you love yourself.
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I want you to have a life you love. I’d like to see you take your dreams seriously and be able to achieve them. You deserve to wake up every morning excited about the day and what it will bring, knowing that you are prepared and clear about the prize you’re going after. You deserve to be a winner. When you want what I want for you, you’ll certainly get a jump-start!



Rewards for getting organized are inherent. There’s the good feeling you get when you can finally walk into your walk-in closet again. The feeling of a burden being lifted when you’re out from under all those books and magazines and you can finally face the daily junk mail undaunted can be exhilarating. There’s the simple pleasure of spending an afternoon lazing in a hammock with a glass of lemonade in your hand, knowing that the house isn’t going to fall down around your ears. You’re prepared and up-to-date at work, so when you choose to do something fun, you feel completely guiltless, and everything you need for your downtime will be right there where you put it.

Some rewards are even greater than you may realize. When you’re in control of your belongings and your time, it’s easier to create a bigger vision and work toward it. You have the luxury of contemplating the grander, more philosophical—even spiritual—things in life. So now is probably a good time for you to ask, “What’s my vision of the future?”

Remember the age-old interview questions: “Where do you want to be tomorrow? Next year? In 5 years?” Ask yourself now. Give serious thought to these familiar questions. Then move on to two even heavier questions: “What do I want on my grave-stone? What do I want said in my eulogy?” Whoa! Cosmic, you say? Well, maybe. But answering these questions thoughtfully and honestly should set the stage for you to get the most out of this book and start thinking with the bigger picture in mind—what getting organized can actually mean for your future and the meaning of life.




Putting the Resolve in This Year’s Resolutions 

Each time we replace last year’s calendar with a new one, we hear all about resolutions to be made (and probably broken) for the coming year. Usually these involve something we need to give up or deny ourselves, or they highlight bad habits we need to break. More often than not, these are the same resolutions we made the year before.

But from now on, you can look the New Year square in the eye filled with excitement and expectancy. You’ll view it as a time for congratulating yourself on your achievements and for setting new goals that are meaningful, realistic, and fueled by your innermost desires. You’ll learn to expect that the coming year will mean you’ll have more of the things you wish for in your life and you’ll be doing more of the things you love to do. Now that’s a Happy New Year!


The Least You Need to Know 

• Your upbringing has shaped your organization skills and habits.
• Setting standards too high actually interferes with lasting change.
• To ensure true success, set goals based on what you really want, not what others want for you.
• Being fair to yourself and rewarding yourself often will keep you motivated.





Chapter 2

It’s All About Stuff and Time

In This Chapter

• Taking inventory of your stuff and where it came from
• Examining how you buy stuff
• Making better decisions about the stuff that comes into your life
• Learning about time and how stuff affects it

As you begin to devise your plan to get organized, you need to consider two essential elements: stuff and time. Simple, right? Well, yes and no. Being honest about how these two elements really operate in your life can be a challenge. If you’re willing to take a little time upfront to examine your personal habits and beliefs, however, you can make some powerful discoveries that lead to far-reaching changes.

Stuff includes all the physical things you own; things you spend time accumulating, maintaining, and disposing of; things you think about, worry about, and protect. Stuff also includes what you want or need to accomplish each day. There’s always lots of “stuff to do,” as well as the physical stuff you share your space with.

Time is how you measure your life—the minutes, hours, days, weeks, and years. Everyone has the same amount of time in every single day—no more, no less. The difference is how people choose to use their time.

One of the most compelling reasons to get organized is to free up more time to do the things you want to do. No more time lost looking for things, fixing or replacing things that got broken or damaged because they were stored poorly, or going out and buying duplicates because you can’t find the originals. By learning about the dynamics of time and how to manage it, you can get the must-do things out of the way quickly so you can get right to the fun things.




How Did You Get All This Stuff? 

Before we get into the nitty-gritty of organizing your life, we need to start at the beginning—the sources of all the stuff in your life. Stuff comes into your life in four ways:

You take it. When you leave your parents’ house as a young person to go out on your own, you inevitably take some stuff with you. Maybe a small box of books, a few pieces of furniture perhaps, your old test papers and book reports, a scrapbook, and maybe a handful of extra kitchen utensils your mom doesn’t use anymore. You know—a little stuff to get you started.

As you go through your daily life, you take more stuff and bring it home. All those free items (note the magic word—free) that agencies, companies, and organizations offer you just for being such a nice person—and a potential customer. Sometimes you pick up stuff in the supermarket from a smiling lady at the door, from a prominently placed brochure rack, or maybe you send for it in the mail or online (that includes all those downloads and printouts). Still, this is stuff you decide to bring into your life in one way or another. And, hey, it’s free!
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Actually, this is just a place for my stuff. That’s all I want, that’s all you need in life, is a little place for your stuff. You know? I can see it on your table. Everybody’s got a little place for their stuff. This is my stuff, that’s your stuff. That’ll be his stuff over there. That’s all you need in life is a little place for your stuff.

—George Carlin



It’s given to you. People give you stuff. There’s an overstuffed chair from Aunt Margaret, Grandma’s framed pictures of the Statue of Liberty, and Cousin Charlie’s used golf clubs (hey, you might take up golf someday). It’s hard to say no, and besides, this stuff is also free!

Then there are the gifts you receive for all occasions. It starts with gifts for graduation, then housewarming gifts for your first apartment. There are birthday presents, maybe wedding gifts, gifts for anniversaries, and Christmas or other year-end holidays. Maybe the gift isn’t really your taste, or you have absolutely no use for it, but gee, it’s a gift! It’s the thought that counts. And it was free! So it ends up in the attic, a storage closet, the basement, the breezeway, the junk drawer, or any other place you tuck away things you never use.

You inherit it. Relatives and family friends die. It’s inevitable. Somehow their stuff finds its way into your stuff. You can’t throw away Grandpa’s pipe collection, even though you don’t smoke. You can’t pitch Mother’s hand-crocheted doilies, even though you wouldn’t be caught dead using doilies. They were Mom’s! And by golly, they’re free! So you integrate these possessions into your own or store them, keeping them safe to pass on to the next willing victim because they have sentimental value.

You buy it. Ah, now here’s where it gets serious. When you’re given things or inherit them, when someone offers you something for nothing, your desire to please and your love for the giver or the departed are strong motivators to keep stuff. But that doesn’t explain why you buy so much useless stuff for yourself—on purpose! And if you do it at a wholesale club, you can multiply that inexplicable purchase by a dozen or more!


Why We Buy 

How conscious were you when you made your last purchase? How did you decide to buy that item? Had you seen it on TV or in a magazine? Did you notice your neighbor with it and decide you had to have it, too? Let’s look at some of the influences on our buying habits.

Total spending on advertising and marketing in the United States reached more than $400 billion in 2008, according to Outsell, Inc., an information industry consultant. The traditional advertising outlets of print, TV, radio, and movie revenues were surpassed by online spending for the first time. Online advertising is not just on your computer anymore, either. More and more advertising reaches you through your mobile phone and other interactive media. New terms like advergaming and webisodes  have sprung up to describe new alternative media advertising and marketing avenues.

So that’s approximately $1,500 a year to motivate one individual person via every method possible to buy particular products or services, change your attitudes, and influence your decisions. And that one person is you.

[image: 012]

Black Hole

Don’t let today’s images of “the good life” in ads, TV programs, and movies pass you by without examining them. Are the images skewed toward a luxurious, stuff-filled lifestyle? Notice what’s being presented, and compare it with your own values and beliefs about what “living the good life” really is.



Our kids are targets as well. According to the National Institute on Media and the Family, in elementary, middle, and high schools, direct advertising to students may be seen on book covers, “educational” posters in hallways, school lunch menus, school buses, teaching materials, special in-school TV channels, commercial search engines, student newspapers, school and other websites, athletic fields, scoreboards, gyms, libraries, playgrounds, classrooms, school events, soft-drink machines, fund-raisers, and products used and sold at school. Messages beseeching kids to buy or ask their parents to buy are everywhere.

School administrators, looking for ways to fund programs in cash-strapped schools and during tough economic times, say they cannot afford to turn away company advertisements and corporate sponsorships.

Is it any surprise that you sometimes wonder how that stuff got in your shopping cart in the first place? Why your cabinets and closets are crammed with stuff you never use? “Where did that come from?” you ask. “What was I thinking?” But instead of admitting you made a shopping mistake, you keep all that stuff, convincing yourself you can’t possibly get rid of it because it’s still perfectly good stuff! Sound familiar?


How to Control the Gotta-Have-It Habit 

The first step to controlling the stuff you accumulate is to be aware of how, when, and why you decided to get it in the first place. In your notebook, keep a running list of the number of times you go shopping next week. Include on it the amount of time spent, what you bought (you can use general categories, but be careful to include everything), and what time of day you went. Notice whether you went alone or with your spouse or a friend, how you felt when you were shopping, whether you went because you had something specific to buy, and whether you stuck to your original purpose or came out with additional items or something else entirely.

Next take a leisurely walk through your house, look at all your stuff, and ask yourself where it came from. Focus on the stuff that takes up the most room first. If you bought it yourself, try to remember how you came to the decision to buy it. How often do you use it? What purpose does it really serve in your life? What impact  would result if it were lost or stolen? Does it have a definite home in your living space, or is it just hanging around? A classic example is the exercise bike or treadmill that’s currently being used as a clothes hanger.

Notice that I’m not saying you should cover your ears every time you hear a commercial, nor am I asking you to unplug your computer and TV and put them in the attic. I’m not suggesting you skip reading your morning paper or tune out your favorite talk-radio host. All I want you to do is to become more conscious of the hidden persuaders around you and take more conscious control of your buying decisions and your own thoughts. This is the first important step in organizing your life.
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Society drives people crazy with lust and calls it advertising.

—John Lahr



Be more critical of the way you view or listen to the mass media, too. The next time you see an advertisement, here are some important questions to ask to help you become a consumer critic:• What claims does the ad make, both obvious and subtle?
• Are the claims substantiated?
• What methods are being used to influence your thinking? Pricing gimmicks? Sex appeal? Vivid images? Demonstration? Staged testimonials? Peer pressure? Supposedly scientific studies? Guilt? Fear?
• What is the ad’s key point? Is it directly related to the product?
• How much do you really know about the product from the ad?
• Do you already own an item that performs the same function as well or better?
• If this stuff is so great, how come you got along without it until now?



Make this a game you play with your spouse or kids when you go shopping or consume media and entertainment. This way, you’ll help teach others critical thinking while you hone your own skills—and have fun doing it.


Buy! Buy! Buy! 

The irrational accumulation of things we don’t use, don’t need, and eventually don’t want is what I call the Acquisition Trap, and we all fall victim to it now and again. The Acquisition Trap is a system of assumptions, beliefs, and ideas about the nature  of material things and what they can do for us. This system, which often works on us unconsciously, influences many aspects of our lives: where we live, how we work, and who or what we associate with our purchases. The Acquisition Trap seduces us into believing that owning something will make us sexy, or successful, or smart, and that a particular object or possession represents love, happiness, self-esteem, joy, or knowledge.
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If you’d like to learn more about living with less and avoiding the Acquisition Trap, the Simple Living Network website,  www.slnet.com, offers a free e-mail newsletter and lots of great resources to create a less acquisitive lifestyle.



Owning a library of beautifully bound books won’t make you an educated person. Reading them will. Wearing a certain scent won’t make you irresistible to the opposite sex. Your overall appearance and personality is what attracts others. Toting a $500 briefcase won’t make you successful in business. Experience, determination, and creativity will.

Be aware of the Acquisition Trap and decide whether you might be caught in it. This isn’t about beating yourself up or feeling guilty—it’s just about paying attention to your habits, which can ultimately lead you to living a freer, more organized life.




Less Stuff, More Time 

As you begin to apply the ideas in this book, you’ll make new decisions about what stuff you have and what stuff you want to devote your time to acquire and maintain. You’ll be paring down, examining your work habits, gaining control of your finances, and arranging your life so you can have more fun and spend more quality time with the people you love. You’ll begin to free yourself to focus on the people and activities that actually give meaning to your life. You’ll voluntarily eliminate the excess and concentrate on the good stuff. You may want to go even further and fully embrace a simpler way of life. You’ll purge what doesn’t work for you and organize the rest.

To help you stay on track, I’ve devised the following Basic Laws of Stuff. Refer to them every time you get the urge to collect more stuff. I hope they’ll remind you why you really don’t want to!


The Basic Laws of Stuff 

Law 1: Stuff breeds. The more you have, the more you need. Well, okay, if you leave two objects in a dark corner, they don’t actually reproduce, but sometimes it sure seems that way. Let’s suppose you buy a new computer system. This basic system consists of  a keyboard, a mouse, the CPU, and a monitor. Oh, and of course there are all those manuals and cables. And let’s not forget a printer. Oh, and extra printer cartridges. You should probably have an external hard drive to back up your files. Of course you’ll need new software and maybe an Internet router so you can go wireless. Plus there are various gadgets and cleaning solutions to keep your computer in tip-top shape. And so on, and so on.

Lots of things operate like this. Consider the food processor and all the special attachments, racks, and caddies that go with it, not to mention cookbooks, DVDs, and whatever else you need to get the most out of your appliance.

Maybe you’re thinking about starting a collection of some kind. All those collector plates need hangers, or holders, or shelves. Those baseball cards need albums or boxes to keep them in. The cute little porcelain figurines need a display case or even a piece of furniture. Even the stuff used to store other stuff, such as Tupperware, just begs for something to hold all those lids when you’re not using them!

Law 2: The useless stuff crowds out the good stuff. The more you have that’s useless, obsolete, broken, or just plain junk, the harder it is to find (and find places for) the stuff you really value and use often. Finding the good stuff takes twice as much time and raises your blood pressure in the process. The more you have in your life that’s extraneous and without purpose, the less time and energy you have for the good stuff.

Law 3: Dust loves stuff. Bugs love stuff. Rodents love stuff. Moisture loves stuff. When you store something unused for long periods of time, odds are that when you finally need it (if you ever do), it’ll be useless or damaged anyway.

Law 4: Stuff loves to stay where it lands. It takes time and energy to put things away. That’s why the coat or sweater that’s flung over the chair tends to stay there forever. Inertia is working against you. If you don’t put it away, right away, it takes more energy the longer it stays there.

Law 5: Stuff expands to fill the space available.  The bigger the house and the more storage space it has, the more stuff tends to accumulate.
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You can make the corollary to Law 4 work for you. The easier you make it to put stuff away, the more likely you will. Refer to later chapters for tips on how to coordinate storage space with your daily habits.



Law 6: Over time, stuff becomes invisible. Ever notice how after you put something on a bulletin board or the fridge, in a few days you can no longer see it? Things fade into the background through familiarity. I call this the Disappearing Stuff Phenomenon. After that scrap of paper hangs in plain view for a while, it can be completely visible, but you still won’t see it.

Law 7: Stuff costs you money more than once. Don’t fool yourself that the only cost of an object is its purchase price. First you pay to buy the item. Then you have to get it home. This may involve driving your car, taking public transportation, or incurring shipping charges. Next you have to store it, which may mean buying a container or a shelf to put it on. If it’s valuable, you may need a security system, not to mention paying additional insurance premiums. If you move to another house (which will probably be bigger, because you need more storage), you need to pay to move it.

And if all this isn’t enough, your stuff continues to cost even beyond the grave, when you saddle your family with the unpleasant task of getting rid of it after you die. Think about the real cost of stuff next time you rush out to grab that “bargain.”

Law 8: Stuff has a powerful effect on your state of mind. Clutter can be oppressive and depressing. If the possessions we depend on every day are in need of repair, that can add to our feelings of depression and failure. Stuff can weigh us down. We feel burdened by it and what we have to do to get and keep it.

Law 9: Stuff takes on value only when it is used. Unused stuff is just junk or clutter. How often you use it gives it increased value. Less use, less value. Stuff that may seem not to have any utilitarian value can add beauty to your life, and therefore is being “used” by your senses and your soul. These aesthetic additions to your environment should be chosen with great care, to give you enjoyment every time you look at them. If you don’t love it or use it, lose it!

Law 10: Stuff doesn’t make you happy; you do. I think this law speaks for itself. You know the drill: money can’t buy happiness. Well, it’s the same with stuff. Both are just tools to help you achieve your own happiness.

Try spending an entire week without bringing any more stuff into your life. Call a moratorium on shopping, and use what you already have as much as possible. During this time, review the Basic Laws of Stuff and see whether you don’t become more aware of how stuff gets into your life.

Visualize It

This visualization helps you understand how strongly stuff affects your mental state: picture yourself in a room—for example, your office or garage—where everything is uncluttered, well positioned, and clearly labeled. Take a moment to notice the positive associations evoked by this smoothly functioning and spacious setting. Now imagine the stuff in the room beginning to expand, as paper spills out of the drawers and files onto the floor, labels get switched, and boxes begin to crowd out the elbowroom. What are your emotions now?




The Basic Laws of Time 

The other half of the organization equation is time. In a way, I discussed time indirectly when I talked about how having less stuff can give you more time to do the things you love most. But time has its own properties and dynamics. And stuff struggles with time in our lives, requiring us to make constant day-to-day choices that influence how the former affects the latter. Experts tell us how to “manage” our time, but it helps to know a little bit more about its very nature. We couldn’t very well have the Basic Laws of Stuff without giving equal attention to the Basic Laws of Time, now could we?

Law 1: Time can be neither created nor destroyed. Phrases such as making time, buying time, or saving time actually reflect the misconception that time is a thing. Time is a concept humankind has created to measure and give proportion to the cycle of birth and death. Of course, we need this concept to make sense of our existence, but every now and then, it’s worthwhile to remind yourself that your ideas about time are just that: ideas. It’s up to you to make use of the time each of us has in a way that’s meaningful and leaves you feeling satisfied and rewarded. You are in complete control of your time, even if you think you’re not.

Law 2: Nobody gets more time in a day than you do. Ever notice how some people seem to get tons of stuff done in a day or week? You’d swear they had 36-hour days instead of the meager 24 the rest of us get. But remember, we all have the same period between sunrises. It’s just that some people know the secrets for using their time to the fullest. Soon you’ll know them, too.

Law 3: Time isn’t money, it’s your life. It’s fashionable to talk about time as it relates to the bottom line. I prefer to think of time as a collection of moments, filled with possibilities and beyond price. Certainly we need to know whether our efforts to earn a living are producing an adequate wage for time spent, but along with a growing bank account, there should be deposits of love and joy in the bank book of life.

Law 4: The value of time is created by opportunity and choice. What makes one moment more fulfilling than the next? I’d like to suggest that the opportunities we find or create and the choices we make are what give our time value and pleasure. Even missed opportunities and bad choices can be valuable if we allow ourselves to learn the lessons they can teach us.

Law 5: When time is lost, it can never be reclaimed. When you find yourself wasting time watching TV or engaging in idle gossip, remind yourself that these moments are gone forever and can never be retrieved. Imagine how you might want them back if you suddenly find out you have a short time left on the planet. Don’t squander your most precious asset.
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Planning is bringing the future into the present so you can do something about it now.

—Alan Lakein



Law 6: Time invested in planning, preparing, and organizing is vital to making the most of your time. You may rebel at the idea of regularly scheduled planning sessions and careful preparation for both mundane and important events. In the beginning, it may seem that getting organized would take up too much of your time. But by the time you finish this book, you’ll understand why time spent planning, preparing, and organizing more than repays itself in the long run.

Law 7: You can always begin where you are. The first step to managing your time and moving toward your goals is to start. You know, “just do it!” Take stock of what tools and skills you have, make a plan, and take action. When you begin the process, you’ll figure out what else you need along the way. Recriminations and excuses are a waste of time.

Law 8: Identifying your personal time wasters leads to mastery. Who knows where the time goes? You do! If you can’t seem to remember, keep an activity log for a week and you’ll clearly see the black holes that suck up your valuable time. Write down all the things you do and for how long, even the mundane things, and then total the categories up for each day. After you’ve identified the nonproductive uses of your time, write them up as a list and post it where you can see it each day. Be honest. How much time do you spend watching TV? On the phone? Chatting with your neighbor? Reading through junk mail? Surfing the web? Knowing your time weaknesses helps you avoid them.

Law 9: Time seems to expand when you set limits. The more you make conscious decisions about where, how, and with whom you want to spend your time and energy, the more of these commodities you’ll seem to have. Setting limits means saying no to  some things and yes to others. Bowing out of activities that don’t support your goals and dreams frees time for what really counts. Taking people up on offers of help or paying someone else to do certain tasks are ways of saying yes to more time for yourself.

Law 10: The secret is to enjoy the passage of time. If you’re doing more now and enjoying it less, something’s definitely wrong. Just being busy doesn’t mean you’re productive or happy. Do the work to identify your goals, create systems to achieve them, and allow yourself the time to enjoy the rewards. Time will be your friend, not a highpressure enemy.

Organization is not an end in itself. You can’t do it once and for all. It’s an ongoing process, especially if you’re an active person with lots of interests, goals, and people in your life. Sure, if all you want to do is get up in the morning, eat, read the paper, eat, watch TV, eat, stare into space, and go to bed, it’s probably pretty easy to be organized.
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This time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



But if you’re running a business, managing a household, pursuing hobbies, doing things with friends, serving in community organizations, taking classes, or whatever else you do, there’s a lot more to being organized than throwing out the newspaper each day, washing the dishes, and turning off the tube. In fact, you picked up this book in the first place because you have a busy life. You want to get more out of it and be in control of your time and space. With your sincere willingness, some soul searching, and the information contained in this book, you can transform your life from merely okay to awesome!


The Least You Need to Know 

• Unstuffing begins with understanding how things get into your life in the first place.
• The media and advertising have a powerful influence on your buying decisions.
• The basic principles of stuff and time operate in everybody’s life.
• Getting control of your stuff and your time is the beginning of gaining control of your life.
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QO Isthere so much stuffin your car no one else

n ride with you?
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WHICH HENRY MANAGES HIS LIFE!
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YOU WERE RIGHT! SINCE
I GOT ORGANIZED AND
STOPPED RUNNING IN
CIRCLES, I'VE BEEN A
LOT HAPPIER!
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IT SURE WOULD TRY CLEANING THE
BE NICE TO SEE THE LIVING ROOM. T
KIDS THIS WEEKEND. THINK THEY'RE IN

THERE SOMEWHERE!
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Yes

No

a
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Do you have special pants and skirt hangers? If not, put these items
on the shopping list in your planner.

Can you clearly see what's contained in boxes or other storage
containers? If not, consider labeling the boses or transferring the
contents to clear containers. Or affix an instant snapshot of the
contents to the outside of the bos. Add any containers or supplics you
need to your to-do list and shopping list if necessary.
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Yes No

a a your closet make the best use of space?

Q3 Arcthereareas for hanging long garments as well as short ones such
as shirts and jackets?

Q3 Canyou double up on certain areas with a second rod placed halfway
down? Can you add additional shelving at the top?

Q3 Is your shoe storage effective? (If there are piles of shoes all over the
floor, check Noi)

Q3 Doall special items (such as pockethooks, ties, jewelry, and hate)
already have their own storage solutions?

Q3 Cannonclothing items such as sports equipment or luggage be stored
in the garage or attic, if appropriate? If not, decide where thesc items
are going and remove them from the closet. Put them away when
youre done organizing.

Q3 Areyour hangers well used? Good-quality plastic hangers are far

better than wire ones. Even hetter are the hefty wooden ones. Ex
though they take up more space, they give better shape to your
clothes and keep you from cramming your closer.
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I'M GIVING ALL OF

OUR OLD PAPERS

TO SOMEONE WHO
— CAN USE THEM!
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