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INTRODUCTION: ORG PORN

Negative self-image. Fantasy-induced overspending. Marital tension. A new kind of airbrushed concoction is wreaking havoc on our homes and our psyches: a little something we like to call “org porn.” What is it? Well, we define org porn as that glossy, airbrushed fantasy world where everything is pristine, serene, and perfectly in order, sort of like Playboy,  but with chore charts and name-plated cubbyholes. It’s everywhere you look these days: in magazines, coffee table books, advertisements, and TV shows. And when consumed in excess, it can lead to feelings of inadequacy, binge spending on organizational products, and even marital discord. We have interviewed hundreds of women on the topic of organization and an astounding 80 percent of them feel they fall well short of the mark when it comes to getting organized.

Don’t get us wrong, gazing at beautiful images of meticulously organized rooms, perfectly displayed collections, color-coordinated closets, flawless family schedules, pristine kitchens, tidy mud rooms, and picture-perfect work spaces can be titillating. There’s a reason we call it org porn! But when it becomes the primary standard by which you measure your own general state of organization, it is unhealthy. An airbrushed land of perfect organization cannot be sustained in this messy, unpredictable world called real life.

Chasing perfection fuels something we call “organizational inertia,” a type of paralysis that makes it virtually impossible to get started. All too often, the most difficult part of getting organized is knowing where to start. If perfection is the objective, that paralysis makes sense. Keeping your house, work, and schedule magazine-ready requires a superhuman effort to achieve and constant superhuman vigilance to maintain. The goal of getting organized isn’t necessarily to have everything picture-perfect, but rather to eliminate inefficiency so that you have more time to do what you actually want to do.

Instead of holding yourself to an impossible org-porn standard, we advocate ditching perfection and instead focusing on why you want to get organized in the first place. Remind yourself that org porn is merely entertainment and an escape that few, if any, actually achieve. If it helps you, use those org-porn images to focus on the benefits you are trying to achieve: calm, efficiency, etc. Once you are clear on the real objective, then you are free to define your own rules for achieving that goal (and what that will look like for you).






“Never tell people how to do things. Tell them what to do and they will surprise you with their ingenuity.”


 


—GEORGE S. PATTON






CHAPTER 1

ESTABLISH A NEW STANDARD

“The thing that is really hard, and really amazing, is giving up on being perfect and beginning the work of becoming yourself.”


 


—ANNA QUINDLEN

 



 



 



 



Rosemary Biagioni has a cherubic face, sparkling eyes, and a zest for life. She works full time as a finance director for a start-up in New York, runs a household single-handedly, and somehow never misses a beat in the lives of her two sons, Sergio and Nicholas. Interestingly, she only considers herself moderately organized.

She’s not alone.

Cindi Leive, the glamorous-in-a-totally-approachable-way editor in chief of Glamour magazine, juggles a lot: a high-octane job, motherhood, marriage, friends, family, and charity work. When we asked her if she’d be  willing to be interviewed for this book, Cindi noted wryly, “I’m not sure I can contribute anything useful. I think I might be more of an organizational ‘before,’ than an ‘after.’”

We heard the same thing from women everywhere we went: “I wouldn’t really consider myself super organized. Are you sure you want to talk to me?” Angela Harris, busy mom of two, joked, “People think I’m organized because I juggle things. But my car, my gym locker, and my office tell the real story.”

Even those who described themselves as very organized, even anal, were quick to point out their flaws and shortcomings. None felt remotely qualified to have their organizational tricks held up as examples of what to do.

Why on earth, we asked ourselves, did these women feel their “imperfect” ways left them short of the mark organizationally? Perhaps it’s because perfection has been held up as the gold standard when it comes to organization. We think it’s high time for a new standard of organization: an  imperfect one.

What does it mean to be imperfectly organized? Foremost, it is a mindset. It means making a conscious decision to let go of the notion that everything must pass inspection by the organizational police, and instead permit yourself to keep the gears of your life turning in your own unique way. Even if it involves shortcuts and a little messiness that might horrify your mother or mother-in-law, the goal is to have enough structure in place to avoid missing important things, yet remain limber enough to handle the inevitable curve-balls that get thrown your way. And unless you have enough time to make  organization a full-time job, you’ll need to embrace shortcuts and imperfect approaches to getting organized. Remember, organization is not an end state, it’s an ongoing fact of life—a process. Color-coded family schedules, name-plated toy cubbies, and pristine closets are nice to have and even nicer to look at in books and magazines. But if you don’t have them, it doesn’t mean you’re not truly organized. Imperfect approaches to organization work. The tips we’ve collected are straightforward enough to be useful to almost everybody. And even better, they’ve been road tested for effectiveness.


PRETTY NEAT WISDOM

As you read this book and begin to formulate your own definition of successful imperfection, keep these questions in mind:
• Do I feel at peace when I think about the activities and belongings in my life?

• Do I waste energy worrying about things that might not get done?

• What am I sacrificing in order to complete a particular task? Time? Money?

• Why is it important to get this done?

• How would I feel tomorrow if this task was still not completed? A week from now? Six months from now? Why do I feel this way?





When it comes to getting organized, there is only one thing that matters: your own sense of having it together. Focus on defining what that means to you.






EMBRACE INTELLIGENT SHORTCUTS

In spite of protestations to the contrary, we were sure that women like Cindi, Rosemary, and Angela used a great deal of intelligence in their approaches, however haphazard those might appear. How else could they be leading such rich, full lives? We had a hunch that, at least subliminally, they and the hundreds of other women we interviewed had embraced the concept of imperfect organization. In other words, they knew which organizational battles were worth fighting and how to shortcut their way to success. As Rosemary puts it, “I just try to live by the credo, ‘Don’t major in the minors.’”

Person after person we spoke with had novel yet highly effective ways to cut organizational corners, saving precious time and energy. A lot of people were sheepish about the imperfect nature of their solutions. But while they often traded picture-perfect outcomes for functionality, their imperfect ways of getting things organized were anything but short of the mark. Here is a sampling of great ideas we heard from people like you.
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A Pretty Neat Tip

SUSAN’S TRUSTY TAX FILE

When it comes to filing complex things, like tax prep stuff, accountant Susan Bachtelle has an imperfect system that seems to work perfectly. “I think there’s a tendency to over-filing, which can actually cost you more time in the long run. I have one hanging file for tax documents, with two manila subfolders: one for income/expenses and another for deductions. I put the hanging file in the very front of the filing cabinet so that it’s the first thing I hit when I open it. That makes it easy for me to throw my receipts into the appropriate folder throughout the year. It’s so easy to deal with, I don’t procrastinate on filing. Then at the end of the year, I’m set.”




MAY’S HUTCH CRUTCH 

May Kamalik has a down-and-dirty way of dealing with paper clutter. “I have a hutch desk with a top that closes, so you can’t really see what’s inside. It’s where all the mail and paper clutter get dumped: magazines, mail,  coupons, gum—you name it, it goes there. It’s a disaster. But I shut the top and it magically disappears. Every Saturday morning, I wake up with a cup of coffee and clean out as much as I can. If it gets to the point where the top won’t close, I’ll devote a few hours to thoroughly cleaning it out.”


ANGELA’S PHOTO FINISH 

Angela Harris takes a less than perfect approach to organizing family photos, but it works. “Someday I’ll create incredible photo albums; let’s be clear that I haven’t let go of that fantasy completely. But in the interim, I have created a simple solution, although it’s not exactly the most cost-efficient. Everything is digital now, so I order pictures electronically in really big batches—it could be six months to a year’s worth of photos at a time. I also order a few easy, slide-in photo albums at the same time. Then, when I’m watching TV, I’ll slide photos in and get them done. As I said, it’s not cost-effective or particularly beautiful, but I’ve let go of that. What counts is that we have albums we can pull out and look at.”


LIZ’S TOY TRUCE 

Liz Gruszkieviz has three children—a toddler and twin nine-year-old girls—the requisite mountain of toys that accompany them, and rudimentary rules for keeping them somewhat corralled. “We have a finished basement, which is where the toys really should be. But you can’t really expect kids to confine their play to one area. I keep a big basket in the living room, but it is always overflowing. When it gets really bad, the girls help me schlep everything back downstairs. In addition to the toy baskets upstairs, I have a rule that no new toy can come into the house unless two other toys go out. The only time that gets tough to enforce is birthdays!”


MARCI’S PAPER PILES 

Marci Miller gets around her tendency to create piles with something she calls the One Look Rule. “I totally rely on the One Look Rule . . . look at it and then take care of it. Immediately. No ifs, ands, or buts. Because I know if I stick it in a pile, I won’t ever get back to it and the pile will just sit there forever, mocking me.”


ROSEMARY’S MAIL MANAGER 

Rosemary Biagioni long ago gave up the fight against what for many is an Achilles’ heel—the daily onslaught of mail. “I can’t have mail and stuff like  that cluttering up my counters. That would make me nuts. But it’s relentless.” Rosemary uses a perfectly imperfect approach to dealing with it, but on her terms. “I switched to e-statements for all of my accounts, and I pay all my bills electronically, so I never have to worry about those getting lost in the shuffle. I also put two bins near my front-door mail drop. The first is for magazines and catalogs and the other is for mail. If I see a letter from school, I’ll open that immediately. Otherwise, I don’t feel guilty about going through the two big baskets only once a month when I have the time and energy to plow through them.”Her approach, she admits, is not beautiful, but it works.“Somehow, when it’s all contained in those two baskets, it doesn’t bother me in the slightest.”


MARIE AND EILEEN’S ROOM RESIGNATION 

Many moms—particularly those with more than three children—develop a healthy acceptance of their kids’ messy rooms. Marie Adele Dennis, mom of six, put it eloquently: “To function well, I really need my space to be orderly. But once my kids were older than two, I was able to accept that their rooms were a total disaster. It was their space. If some of their clutter invaded my space, I didn’t argue with them about it. I just put it in their room and closed the door.” Eileen Opatut, an outgoing television executive and mother of three, told us, “I grew up in a perfectionist household. Now that I have teenagers, I have a different state of mind—if nothing is growing in their rooms, I just shut the door. The kids are much more willing to clean up, especially if I don’t force them. All the mess used to make my blood boil. Now I just let it go.”




FIND YOUR INNER AHA!

It is liberating to let go of perfectionist goals that once drained you of energy and goodwill. Amy Hill, mom and full-time lawyer, used to compare herself to her friends, each of whom seemed to juggle a million and one obligations and keep a perfectly organized house without breaking a sweat. That is, until she realized she was being too hard on herself.

“One day, I walked into a friend’s house and realized that her House Beautiful home was that way in only three rooms. All the toys, junk, and clothes were shoved away behind closed doors in the back part of the house. She wasn’t totally together, but she was an expert in hiding the flaws. That was the turning point for me. It was so therapeutic to realize I didn’t need to stress anymore over the fact that I wasn’t measuring up.”

Many women we interviewed have let go of things that used to make them crazy, like imperfectly folded clothes or messy children’s rooms. But  they are often unclear on just how they arrived at that aha! moment of realization that they needn’t hold themselves to a perfectionist standard. For the majority of women we interviewed, it seemed to have happened gradually and subconsciously. Marci Miller, a lawyer and mom of four children, ages five to thirteen, struggled with feelings of organizational inadequacy. “I never made any progress, and I always felt guilty and bad about myself. I just didn’t know where to begin to get everything together. One day, and I’m not sure exactly when, I simply surrendered. It was a turning point, and it felt great not to try to be perfect. I found it was okay to let people see my chaos. My friends, it turns out, are also a lot less organized than I thought they were, and that bonded us together.”


A PRETTY NEAT EXERCISE

Most people think they have to wait for aha moments to come to them. But that’s not necessarily the case. You can speed up the process with two exercises.

FILL THIRTY MINUTES A DAY

 



Imagine you have only thirty minutes a day to get everything done. Grab a sheet of paper and quickly write down what you would do during that half-hour time slot.

Don’t think about it, just write—make it stream of consciousness. When you are done, examine the list. What is on it? What is not? More than likely, this is a fairly complete list of what matters to you and can be the first step in letting go of the rest.

GAIN A NEW PERSPECTIVE

 



Sometimes, a little distance from a problem is the key to insight. Others in your life may have a better perspective than you on the scope of what you do to stay organized. Interview a few close friends and family members and ask them to step into your shoes. What would their priorities be if they were you? What tasks would they let go of? This very simple exercise may help speed your aha moment of becoming imperfectly organized.



Having an aha! moment is a crucial step toward embracing imperfect organization. By “aha!” we mean a moment of insight in which your intellectual and emotional centers simultaneously “get it,” enabling you to let go of opposing thoughts that once caused tension and stress (such as, “I’m too busy to get x, y, and z organized, but I’m a failure if I don’t get x, y, and z organized”). Aha!’s are the key to change. When you have one, you can let go of previous beliefs that once held you back and adopt new ones that will carry you forward in a more positive way. As a result, you’re rewarded with a rush of relief and a general lightness of being.




DEVELOP YOUR OWN MEANING OF ORGANIZED

Remember Amy Hill, the busy attorney who experienced her aha! moment insideafriend’s not-so-House-Beautiful home? Her first clue that she needed to redefine her view of organization came when her son, Lincoln, was born. “As a new mom, I couldn’t do it all,” she admits, “but I had trouble figuring out what to let go of from my old life. It took me a few months, but I realized there were things I could live without, like having a clean car all the time, and things I could not give up, like my workouts. It was a bit of trial and error, but over time I got there. My list is not static. If I have a trial to prepare for, things fall by the wayside for a few weeks. That’s okay because I get to the important things eventually.”

You certainly don’t need to wait for a major life event like having a child to reevaluate your own definition of organized, but you do need to take a structured approach. Our goal in this section is to help you define it in a way that will enable you to do a better job of managing the things you love to do, not do more organizing. Taking charge may feel strange at first—old habits die hard. But it is worth the effort. It’s tempting to define organizational solutions tactically, such as “set up a filing system” or “get toy bins.” But unless you take the time to (1) identify your real organizational issues, (2) understand the root causes of those issues, and (3) consciously arrive at a clear understanding of a “good enough” goal, you’re likely to fall back into your old habits. Take a few minutes to do the three exercises below, which are designed to help you do just that.


IDENTIFY YOUR PROBLEM AREAS 

Think about the way you organize the important things in your life. What works well for you? What needs just a small tune-up? What needs a complete overhaul? Write your answers in a list like this.

Example:





	RUNNING WELL
	NEEDS A TUNE-UP
	NEEDS AN OVERHAUL



	Meals
	Office
	Personal time






IDENTIFY YOUR SHOULD-DO PROBLEM 

For each of the areas you listed under either the Needs a Tune-Up or Needs an Overhaul column, take a moment to articulate what you think being organized should look like. “Shoulds” are, by definition, part of your problem; the very word should implies that someone has expectations of you. 


Understanding that you are working to someone else’s standard can be illuminating. Consider where that should came from. Your mom? Images of others’ homes? Magazines?

Example:





	
AREA 
	
I SHOULD BE DOING / IT SHOULD LOOK LIKE 
	
ORIGIN OF SHOULD 



	Office
	NO papers on the desk, important things filed away, pens and pencils in holder, books in bookshelf next to desk vs. on desk.
	Mom, my fantasy (probably inspired by ors porn)






ESTABLISH YOUR GOOD ENOUGH GOALS 

Now, take a deep breath, accept that life is messy and unpredictable, and embrace your vision of imperfect organization. For each of these areas, outline what you really need to do (versus what you think you should do) for a problem area to cease being a problem. While you’re at it, outline some actions that can help you attain that good enough goal.

Example:





	
AREA 
	
GOOD ENOUGH GOAL 
	
TACTICS 



	Desk
	Once a month give it a clean slate.
	Set a recurring 45-minute appointment in your calendar for the second Thursday of every month. Use that time to give your desk a clean slate.





Once you have set your good enough goals, do not apologize to anyone for the shortcuts you take or the chores that might not get done.




PREPARE YOURSELF FOR IMPERFECTION

Just because you’ve decided to let something go intellectually doesn’t mean it will be easy. Take Rebecca Saliman, for example, a hyperorganized middle school teacher from Los Angeles who grew up in an immaculate home. When she moved out on her own, she instinctively adopted her mother’s definition of organization.

“From when I was a little kid, my mom taught me that everything had to have a home,” she explained. “Our house was so orderly, no item was ever ‘homeless.’ She was famous for tossing the newspaper before any of us kids had even rolled out of bed. I remember spending many Sunday mornings digging through the trash bin looking for the comics. Gross! Back then, it definitely felt  like my mom was extreme, but now that I’m an adult, I find myself behaving the exact same way without even thinking about it!”

Although she admits it wasn’t easy, Rebecca learned to let some things go and is beginning to accept organizational imperfection on her own terms. “Papers are a huge pet peeve of mine, but here I am in my home office, staring at a thick pile of paperwork just begging to be filed. I see it, and I say, ‘I’m a teacher, and summer will be here soon.’ Instead of obsessing about the massive pile, I can work on more important things, like tomorrow’s lesson plan.”

Rebecca does two things well. First, she has a mantra. Every time she looks at the pile, she says to herself, “Pile, I see you, and I am ignoring you for now.” It’s a conscious decision on her part, one that acknowledges there is a problem that will be addressed at a later date. The second thing she does well is set a time line: “I have a summer to-do list and that pile is on the list. I tell myself, ‘summer will be here soon,’ and I mean it. If I were ignoring it forever, that would stress me out, but if I know it will get done in the near future, then it’s fine with me.”
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A Pretty Neat Tip

TIME IS MONEY

Once you start embracing imperfection you will find that certain things may still try to claw their way back on to your to-do list. Reward yourself for making progress. Get a glass jar with a lid and each time you resist the urge to do something you have agreed to let go of, put a dollar in the jar. After a few weeks, use the money in the jar to reward yourself. It is a simple but important reminder that by embracing imperfection and NOT doing something, you are saving yourself time, and time is money.



Overcoming the perfectionist model you learned as a child isn’t easy, and there will always be a voice—whether it’s your own or somebody else’s—pointing out the flaws in your approach. The trick to sticking to your plan without guilt or feelings of inadequacy is to own the imperfections in your approach. That requires a little advance planning.




PREPARE REBUTTALS IN ADVANCE

We often struggle with accepting an imperfect mind-set because we are afraid of what others will think of us. They may think we are not good mothers, wives, or women if we suddenly stop striving for perfection. We need to stop doing things for others, believe in who we are, and let go of the devil on our shoulders. This is very simple to do.


A PRETTY NEAT INTERVIEW


Meet: Juju Chang


Family: Married mother of three


Occupation: Anchor, ABC News, Good Morning America



Q: What does “being organized” mean to you?


A: Well, my whole life is what I like to call organized chaos, and that’s best represented by the little piles that are all over my house (not just my desk). I have one pile of bills; some paid, some waiting to be paid. Another pile of school forms; some finished, others not. And so on. I put sticky notes on them with the deadline so I know when I have to get it done by, and as long as I’m not late, I consider myself to be organized.

 




Q: You are such a champion of the “imperfect” on GMA. It sounds like you’re that way when it comes to organization too, which is great. What was your aha! moment?


A: I wasn’t always comfortable with imperfection. I was always the kid who needed to be graded. I was the one striving for that “A,” first in school, and then later I transferred that to my work. But in real life, there is no one grading you but you.


I was actually having one of those “need to be graded” moments, where I was questioning who I was and what I was doing (Should I stay at home? Should I work more? Should, should, should) when I had the aha! I happened to be in the back of a taxi, and it stopped in front of a church. There was a little quote by Annie Dillard in the bulletin board out front that said: “The way you spend your day is of course the way you spend your life.” I thought to myself—that’s it! Now when I hear those “shoulds” enter my mind, I try to look at whatever I’m doing in the moment within the context of the big picture: Is this how I want to spend my day/my life? If not, it’s easier to let it go.

 




Q: What kind of organizational shortcuts do you take?


A: My piles and sticky notes are definitely one. Another big one is related to time. My new job requires that I be in the office early in the morning. I remember struggling with the thought of never doing school drop-off again. But rather than looking at it as an either/or thing, I chose yes/and. Now I Skype with my kids while I’m in my dressing room. I have them up and we literally eat breakfast together and discuss what to expect for the day. It would work for any mom who’s traveling too. I’ve also made an effort to be less of a perfectionist at work, which to me is my biggest shortcut.




Write down your three biggest critics (e.g., mom, mother-in-law, spouse, best friend). Then write down three to five organizational tasks you struggle with but do primarily to win their favorable view of you, your home, and your family. For each of the areas you picked, write down what your critics might say if you didn’t complete these tasks. Next, write down what your response to them could be.

For example, let’s take making the beds every day. If you did not make the beds every day, your mom might say, “How can you possibly let people into your house with the beds unmade? The place is a mess.” A potential response might be, “Mom, it may not be how you would do it, but it’s how we do it. Besides, we just climb back into them every night anyway. Why take the time to make them up just for show?”




CHAPTER WRAP-UP 

In conducting our interviews for this book, we heard the same thing over and over again: “I don’t think I can contribute anything. I’m just not organized.” Yet, the best ideas came from those people who juggled many balls and, on most days, dropped at least a few. You are not alone. Imperfect organization is running rampant in your town and on your street. Just look around. You’ll see you are not alone.

Embracing imperfect organization is a skill—a skill that you will practice over and over again. Get yourself over perfectionist tendencies by imagining what you would do if you had only thirty minutes in a day to get everything done, or by asking others what they think you could let go of. Then develop your own definition of “organized.”

Identify your organizational issues—those areas that you feel need an organizational tune-up or overhaul. Understand the root causes of those issues. What do you think you should be doing and where does that thinking come from?

Consciously arrive at a clear understanding of a good enough goal.

At first, changing what you have done for years and letting go of “must do’s” is hard. Prepare for the inevitable voices that will point out the flaws in your new definition and approach. Develop rebuttals in advance for people who might make you feel inadequate and reward yourself for sticking to your good enough standards.

Give these methods a try. If you run into roadblocks, you can always come back to these steps and try again.





CHAPTER 2

ZERO IN ON YOUR PRIORITIES

“The key is not to prioritize what’s on your schedule, but to schedule your priorities.”


 


—STEPHEN R. COVEY

 



 



 



 



If the Buttoned Up interview crew stopped you on the street right now and asked you to name your top organizational priorities off the top of your head, there’s a very good chance you’d be able to do so without too much hemming and hawing. We know because we tried it. We intercepted people in the city centers of Ann Arbor, White Plains, West Hollywood, Nashville, Philadelphia, and New York, in Times Square, and asked that exact question. Ninety-nine percent of the time, people had a very good handle on what they needed to have buttoned up. Yet according to Gallup,  sixty percent of Americans between the ages of 18 and 50 feel they have too little time to do what they want in their lives.1


So what do your fellow Americans think is most important to have organized? The majority of people we interviewed place the highest priority on the following areas:
• Completing work-related tasks well and on time

• Keeping the home somewhat presentable and functional

• Ensuring finances are in order and bills are paid

• Staying on top of their children’s needs and schedules





Indeed, those do sound like the right priorities at first blush. But after a few minutes of reflection, the list becomes more interesting for what is not  on it. For starters, “you” are not anywhere on the list—not your health, not your sanity, not your spirituality, and not your friends or extended family. Another big omission? Long-range planning. And for those in romantic relationships, where’s the time to nurture your partnership?

Jeff Anderson, a busy executive and father of four, put it well. “I know that I, personally, am absent from my top three priorities, even though I know taking care of myself is pretty important as well. Unfortunately, it’s the first thing to go when the other priorities have to be attended to.”

Mother of three Darcy Ahl, who juggles a full-time job and recently launched a start-up, said with some chagrin, “I just looked up and realized that eighteen months have passed since my last ob-gyn visit.”

It seems to be a fact of life today that we put ourselves last on the priority list. There’s just too much to do and not enough time to do it, so we’re often forced to make hard choices, generally under the pressure of immediate deadlines. Everyone we spoke with juggled anywhere from eight to well over twenty tasks on their dailyish to-do lists (we say dailyish because most people don’t make it through their entire lists every day). Most had inventive ways of cutting down their arm-long lists so that they could focus on the most important items. Others fell back on simple approaches. For example, Sally, who juggles a full-time job in banking while taking care of a sick parent, uses what she calls a “sunset” to-do list to help keep herself honest. “The only things that make the list are those tasks that absolutely, positively must be done before the sun sets on any given day.” On the other end of the spectrum is Marie Dennis, mother of six and director of a nonprofit. She usually has a lot of lists going. “I organize my thinking by making different kinds of lists. One master list would be too long and too depressing. So for example, I keep one list of things I want to remember when I meet with the  leadership team at work, another list of things I have to do in the next day or so, which I keep next to the computer, and a personal list I keep at home next to the fridge or phone. I’ll also keep a running list of things I have to write, a list of things I have to give a talk on, etc. Lists just help me focus on what’s important and keep me moving in the right direction.”

Whatever the mode employed, we found that people who focused a little time on managing their short- and long-term priorities were able to get more done and find a little time for that special someone—you!




WHAT’S DRIVING YOUR TO-DO LIST?

With to-do lists as long as they are, it shouldn’t be surprising that deadlines are the number one driver of to-do list action. Not fake ones you use to trick yourself, but real ones with consequences that demand you to follow through.

Eileen Opatut, mom of three teenagers, says, “On a daily basis I have more than a dozen things on my to-do list. On a long-term basis, probably twenty. Some things have a schedule to them, so those are the first things that get done. Say I’ve got to get my child to her drum lesson, then everything else falls in line behind that.”

Hollie Sehrt, a graphic designer juggling two jobs along with a few freelance projects, admits, “I tend to prioritize most often by what’s on fire or by what’s easy to do in two seconds. For example, if I see an email request for a file come in my inbox, I’ll turn that around immediately, so I don’t forget to do it later. Longer-range stuff is certainly on my to-do list so I don’t forget it, but for the most part, deadlines really drive my agenda.”

Ashleigh Sonnenberg admits she procrastinates until she has just enough time to get a task done. “If I know I only have a little time to do it, I will focus up and manage my time a lot better. If I have the luxury of lots of time, I’ll try to do a little bit at a time until it’s done, but I often end up putting it off until it’s closer to the due date and then cramming to complete it.”

BethAnn Slater, mom of four who runs a Montessori School, says that during the school year, it’s all about putting out fires. “What demands my attention most gets it. But when school is out, I prioritize differently. I do what I feel like and have a little more fun.”


THE UPSIDE OF DEADLINE-DRIVEN TO-DO’S 

The good news is that deadlines and to-do list overload make it easier to let go of organizational perfection. To navigate her busy agenda, accountant  and mother of three Gina Bernstein delineates between public and private spaces. “If I’m the only one that deals with something, like my closet, it’s of no consequence to anyone if it’s a mess. So getting it organized is a low priority. If it impacts someone else, I put a priority on it.”

It took the unexpected arrival of triplets to help Kerry Lyons let go of her desire for picture-perfect organization. “If I look at my life, I can pretty easily divide it into pre-triplets and post-triplets time periods,” says Lyons, who also has a four-year old, a two-and-a-half-year-old, and a full-time job. “Pre triplets, if I was hosting a party, I would have felt the need to iron the tablecloth and napkins, put out the right candles, have the perfect flower arrangement on the table, etc. Post triplets, I am happy if I set the table with un-ironed linens and a stack of plates, and let everybody serve themselves. The amazing thing is, nobody has any less of a good time. It never was about the ‘look,’ but about spending time with people you care about.”
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