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The
EVERYTHING®
Home Storage
Solutions Book

Dear Reader,

When I told people I was writing a book on home storage solutions, the reaction was universal: “That’s exactly what I need!”

Why is it we routinely step over, around, and occasionally on our accumulated treasures instead of finding a proper home for them? Writing this book allowed me to test out plenty of clutter-busting strategies and experiment with lots of different storage products on the market. Even the most organized among us—Did I mention I’m also an inveterate list-maker?—sometimes needs an organizational overhaul now and then. It doesn’t matter if you live in a studio apartment or five-bedroom home. There never seems to be enough space for all we accumulate. In my “re search,” I managed to fill dozens of trash bags, giving the sanitation crew a workout (an extra Christmas bonus await s, guys). Local charities got a windfall, too. I streamlined the clutter and reduced the paper work. Ahhh, finally I’m in control, and it feels really good.

I hope this book helps you gain control. And I really hope it doesn’t wind up among another ever-growing pile of books on your coffee table.

[image: ]

 

[image: ]

Editorial



	Publishing Director
	 
	Gary M. Krebs



	Director of Product Development
	 
	Paula Munier



	Associate Managing Editor
	 
	Laura M. Daly



	Associate Copy Chief
	 
	Brett Palana-Shanahan



	Acquisitions Editor
	 
	Lisa Laing



	Development Editor
	 
	Jessica LaPointe



	Associate Production Editor
	 
	Casey Ebert




Production



	Director of Manufacturing
	 
	Susan Beale



	Associate Director of Production
	 
	Michelle Roy Kelly



	Cover Design
	 
	Paul Beatrice



	 
	 
	Matt LeBlanc



	 
	 
	Erick DaCosta



	Design and Layout
	 
	Heather Barrett



	 
	 
	Brewster Brownville



	 
	 
	Colleen Cunningham



	Jennifer Oliveira
	 
	 



	Series Cover Artist
	 
	Barry Littmann



	Interior illustrator
	 
	Kathie Kelleher




Visit the entire Everything® Series at everything.com





THE

EVERYTHING®

Home Storage
Solutions Book

Make the most of your space with
hundreds of creative organizing ideas



Iyna Bort Caruso





[image: ]





To my parents, who always led by example.





Copyright ©2007, F+W Publications, Inc. All rights reserved.
This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced
in any form without permission from the publisher; exceptions
are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

An Everything® Series Book.
Everything® and everything.com® are registered trademarks of F+W Publications, Inc.

Published by Adams Media, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
57 Littlefield Street, Avon, MA 02322 U.S.A.
adamsmedia.com

ISBN 10: 1-59337-662-6
ISBN 13: 978-1-59337-662-8
Printed in the United States of America.

J I H G F E D C B A

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Caruso, Iyna Bort.
The everything home storage solutions book / Iyna Bort Caruso.
p. cm. – (Everything series)
Includes index.
ISBN-13: 978-1-59337-662-8
ISBN-10: 1-59337-662-6

TX309.C37 2006
648’.8–dc22
2006028209

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

—From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the
American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations

This book is available at quantity discounts for bulk purchases.
For information, please call 1-800-289-0963.





Acknowledgments

Thanks to the many friends and strangers who opened up their closets, attics, and basements to me and let me see the places where most visitors dare not go. Thanks, too, for telling me about your bad habits and embarrassing stories. We’ve all got our share of them. Kudos to Evelyn, Heidi, and Ariane for going above and beyond. Thanks to Barry for going through this JG adventure with me, to June Clark, and the many hardworking folks at Adams Media, including Lisa Laing and Jessica LaPointe. I would also like to thank my fantastic copy editor, Virginia Beck. Thanks most of all to my husband, Jay, who put up with my many months of clutter-busting fanaticism with his typical humor, grace, and unconditional support.


Top Ten Ways You Know You’ve Got a 911 Storage Emergency


	Your car hasn’t seen the inside of the garage for years.

	The Stairmaster is covered with clothes waiting to be ironed.

	The ironing board is covered with barbells.

	You’ve got to take a running leap at the closet door in order to shut it.

	The median expiration date of food in your pantry lands smack in the middle of the Jimmy Carter administration.

	The junk in your basement is so old it’s now considered vintage.

	You leave your clothes in the dryer. After all, it’s like an extra drawer.

	You still have warranties of long-discarded appliances.

	Showers of plastic take-out containers rain down on you when you open your kitchen cabinet door.

	You don’t just have a junk drawer. You have an entire junk room.




 

 


Introduction

[image: ] What’s your breaking point? When do the piles of paper get so high, the old exercise bicycle in the basement so dusty, the toys in the playroom so trip-worthy that you reach the end of your rope?

Everyone’s got a story, and there are no urban legends among them. There’s the businessman whose slim closet couldn’t fit another item. Rather than sort through his clothes and get rid of his never-wears, he came up with an ingenious solution—or so he thought. You decide. He hung his excess shirts off ceiling fans throughout his home.

The tales of an exasperated spouse going to extreme measures are endless. Many are variations on the “while you were out” theme. The guilty party leaves for work and the Salvation Army truck parks in the driveway.

There’s the story of one particular woman who got fed up with her husband’s stockpiling habits. Their basement and garage looked like a thrift store exploded. You name it, they had it; piles of magazines dating back years, broken luggage, outdated TVs, ancient audio equipment, empty computer boxes. Driven to take extreme measures, she spent several hundred dollars to rent a commercial dumpster. It took the two of them an entire weekend to fill it up with a decade’s worth of useless, busted, and forgettable items that should have been discarded long ago. By the way, it’s been two years, but she still hasn’t tossed out the business card of the carting company—just in case. Old habits die hard.

Plenty of us could take her lead. It’s more than just the unsightly mess that gets to us. Clutter and disorganization first nag at us, then overwhelm us. It makes us frustrated and irritable. It eats away at our time and our sense of control. It also affects our health in ways you might not have considered.

It wasn’t always like this. There’s no question that we’re accumulating things at a greater rate than ever before. Just visit an older home, built in the 1920s or 1930s, and you’ll see that closets are narrower and fewer. “Where did they put all their stuff?” you’ll wonder. Well, they just didn’t have so much of it. We live in a time of excess, graduating from bigger to better to best, and hold on to stuff from all the stages in between.

There’s a saying that work expands to fill the time you have to finish the task. That holds true for storage, too. The more space you have, the more things you’ll find or buy to fill it up, if you’re not careful. People who move from apartments to homes wonder how they’ll ever be able to fill all those drawers, closets, and pantries. Check with them a year later, and no doubt you’ll find their closets bursting.

But you’re ready to tackle the clutter zones in your home, so congratulations! You’ve made a great start. The Everything® Home Storage Solutions Book offers you real-world strategies for getting your home back under your control, one room at a time. You’ll find space you didn’t know existed, even in the smallest of apartments. No need to be a professional contractor or pony up the big bucks to hire one. Each chapter gives you easy-to-implement ideas, many of which won’t cost you anything more than your time and some sweat equity.

Getting organized is also a matter of getting into good habits. Let’s face it. Sometimes it’s just easier to pile the laundry on the guest bed “for the time being” instead of putting it away in its proper place, or to jam the golf equipment into the already overstuffed closet instead of dedicating a proper space to it. The Everything® Home Storage Solutions Book equips you with a game plan to manage it all. Plus, you’ll get insider information on great products on the market that can change your lifestyle and transform your outlook.

When you streamline your living space, the ripple effects are astounding. Relationships improve, productivity soars, and serenity reigns.

Let’s get started.



Chapter 1

Containing Yourself

Want to live a clutter-free life? Who doesn’t? But it’s tough when we all seem to be battling a case of affluenza—too much affluence, which usually translates into too many things. If one of something is good, two must be better, right? Look around and you’ll realize how counterproductive that thinking really is. So let’s create a system to prevent stuff from overwhelming our homes, our relationships, and our lives. In this chapter, you’ll learn the basics of culling, sorting, and organizing, and you’ll explore the pleasures of clutter-free living.

Living in the Material World

Death and taxes may be inevitable, and plenty of people would add some degree of clutter to the list. There’s a reason that there’s a national Clutter Awareness Week (the third week in March, by the way). Even neat and tidy types have hot spots in their homes, places that seem to attract a mess. No doubt you have a few, too. Perhaps it’s by the front door where you put your keys and dump the newspaper and mail. Or is it in the kitchen, the whirlwind spot of family activities? How about the master bedroom, one of the last places guests see, making it an easy place to let things go?

Every Felix Unger has a bit of inner Oscar Madison in him. You can figure out exactly how much Oscardom by the state of your domain. There are plenty of red flags: Mislaying mail. Having to scavenger-hunt through closets for something to wear. Noticing in August that your Christmas lights are still hanging on the windows. Realizing that nothing in your house has a dedicated home of its own. What often starts out as a messy drawer or two turns into a carton or two full of junk. Then, before you know it, you’re renting a self-storage unit in town to house your overflows.
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Need proof that we’re busting out of our homes? The self-storage industry is a $15 billion business. There are nearly 50,000 self-storage facilities nationwide. The Self Storage Association, the trade organization and official voice of its global membership, celebrated its thirtieth anniversary in 2005.



Clutter’s Causes

So how did we get here? The core issue is overconsumption. Barry Izsak, president of the National Organization of Professional Organizers, says consumers are being bombarded with messages from the media, and the message is: Get more stuff. Americans have more disposable income than ever, so it’s easy to heed the messages. We’re acquiring stuff without thinking what we’re going to do with it, how we’re going to use it, or where we’re going to put it.

And, frankly, who’s got the time to figure it out? We’re busier than ever. Chalk it up to work, family, school, hobbies, or usually, all of the above. Our complicated lives are catching up to us. Add to that the recent trend toward nesting, spending more time indoors, embarking on more household projects, and doing more in-home entertaining, and you’ve got lots of good excuses to let things spiral out of control.
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Ready to purge, but want someone else to handle the heavy lifting? A company called 1-800-GOT-JUNK (www.1800gotjunk.com) took the idea of the old TV show Sanford and Son and professionalized it. It’s the first branded, full-service junk removal service. Two people will show up at your door and cart away just about anything they can lift—as long as it’s not hazardous.



In some instances, though, it’s not a matter of schedule overload. It’s a matter of stopping to consider where we are in our lives and if the trappings that surround us still fit, still make sense. Now that the kids are grown and out of the house, do you really need all those extra place settings, towels, and linens? If golf is your sport of choice, can’t you get rid of the in-line skates, step exercise videos, and tennis rackets in your basement? Storage spaces are needlessly junked up because we don’t stop to reevaluate our changing lives.

Hoarding for Practical Reasons

Then there are the people who’ve been trained at the waste-not-want-not school of housekeeping. They’ve lived through the Depression years, or at least some very lean times, and they wouldn’t consider throwing something out. The thinking goes that if it still functions, it stays. After all, you never know when you might need it. That perfectly good alarm clock is impossible to part with even though there are clocks on your VCR, cable box, microwave oven, and computer. These tend to be the same people who amass accidental collections. You know, like the plastic containers from Chinese take-out, plastic cutlery from fast-food restaurants, and the glass vases from too many floral deliveries to count. Trashing these things somehow seems extravagant, so they go on shelves or in drawers, where they stay put. And it seems many couples have passed this mindset onto their children.

Professional Help

Clutter comes in every size and degree, from mild to severe, from annoying to debilitating. At the extreme end are folks who suffer from what some call disposophobia—fear of disposing. In other words, they hoard. According to one report, nearly a million junkaholics suffer from this psychological disorder, and the proof is in the piles. They don’t buy, they stockpile, forming an emotional attachment to their things and becoming anxious at the thought of discarding them. A national support group called Clutterers Anonymous models itself after the twelve-step format of Alcoholics Anonymous. They hold meetings in towns across the country. Some experts believe clutter in the extreme may be tied to obsessive-compulsive disorder, attention deficient disorder, or depression. Believe it or not, control freaks can be the messiest. They concentrate on trying to control everything around them, and since they’re unable to keep up with their own messiness, they believe they’re in control as long as no one is allowed to throw their things out.
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How can I tell if someone is a compulsive clutterer?
According to the group Clutterers Anonymous, there are twenty warning signs, including these. You miss deadlines because you can’t find the paperwork to finish the project. Your clutter is starting to affect your personal relationships. You bring items into the home without a place for them. You have difficulty disposing of things, even though you haven’t used them in years. You possess more things than you can comfortably handle.



Most people, however, just need a little help strategizing their living space and optimizing their storage capabilities. The fact is that previous generations simply didn’t have all the stuff we have today. They never had to contend with overflowing closets and burgeoning basements, even the annoying mailboxes full of junk mail. Generations from baby boomers to millennials may have it all within reach, but most haven’t learned how to keep it in balance. Our homes continue to grow fuller, even as our households grow smaller. It’s easy to internalize and say that a cluttered home is the result of a personality flaw, but in most cases it’s simply the case of never having learned the right organizational skills.

Easy Does It

There’s no need to get fanatical to get efficient. In fact, extreme methods don’t stick. The simple fact is that when you decrease the number of items in your house, you free up a surprising amount of space, possibly enough space to abandon the need for a storage rental unit. And that’s not all. Along with that comes peace of mind. Professional organizer Ariane Benefit of Bloomfield, New Jersey, says she’s seen dramatic transformations in her clients once they’ve conquered the clutter. Some have been able to go off antidepression medications, others have seen their marriages improve. All have gained a sense of pride and self-respect.

Organized Grime

If you’re embarrassed to invite company over and cringe at the thought of an unexpected drop-in by a neighbor, you’re ready for a change. Sometimes it takes seeing your home through someone else’s eyes to get a reality check. The look in a visitor’s eyes can say it all. There’s the story of one woman whose situation came home to roost in the most ironic way. Fed up with the chaos, she remembered a home organization book she had bought years earlier. Trouble was, she couldn’t find it under the mess!

Living in clutter is more than just a matter of aesthetics. Clutter is an energy-sapper that takes its emotional toll and steals domestic joy. If home is where the heap is, you’ll be more stressed, less productive, and pretty grumpy, too. Suddenly things start feeling out of control. “Where’s the remote?” “This aspirin is expired.” “I can’t find my argyle socks!” Sound familiar? And it can get even worse. Clutter can cause tension and lead to disagreements in relationships, even with friends and business associates. People are chronically behind schedule because they can’t find their car keys or they’re unable to sift through their closets for a complete outfit in the morning. And children can suffer as well. Some youngsters experience problems at school because they’re routinely late for class or underprepared for assignments. Home, a place that’s supposed to be a haven, turns into one of high anxiety. And trying to avoid the issue actually adds more stress to your life. It’s a vicious cycle of self-deprecation. Is it any wonder why more and more people are retreating to day spas to get a little rest and relaxation?
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There’s such a thing as visual clutter, too. When you have a room with too many disparate objects on the walls—shelves, pictures, bulletin boards, decorative plates—it can create a crowded, overwhelming effect. That’s especially counterproductive in bedrooms, the place people typically want to be a room of refuge and serenity. Try to strike a design balance.



There are plenty of times when closet and cabinet doors seem like a godsend. They make it easy to keep clutter out of sight. On the other hand, they can be a crutch that enables us to continue bad habits. Envision what your space would look like neat and streamlined. How would you feel? More relaxed? In a better state of mind? Would you be proud to invite people over? The benefits of putting a storage and organization plan into play are transforming. You feel cleansed, calm, and accomplished. You may think you’ve reached the point of no return, but in fact, big returns are coming your way by investing time and employing a few simple strategies. You can do it.

Clutter-Busting

Getting organized is a little like dieting. There are a lot of ways to accomplish the goal, and some systems work better for some than others. Ellen keeps herself on the straight and narrow by hiring a weekly cleaning service. It forces her to tidy up, clear off the tabletops, and scoop up the piles on the floor on a regular basis so that the cleaning service can actually get in there to dust and vacuum. Jane, a single working mother, devised a ten-minute-a-day system knowing she doesn’t have huge chunks of time to devote to organization. Then there’s Mindy, who always thought she had to de-clutter her whole house all at once. She says she didn’t sign onto the “one area at a time” approach until she was so overwhelmed that it was the only way possible to handle her situation. And it worked.

There are, however, some basic habits everyone can adopt that will make a big difference. Think in terms of economy of motion and time. Take off your coat and hang it up in one fell swoop. Undress near your closet so that you automatically hang up your pants instead of tossing them on the bed. When you open your mail, read it and decide if it should be torn and trashed or filed right then and there. And then do it. Keep trash containers handy so there’s no excuse to let unwanted things lie around. Sure, you have to allow for life’s realities, but a good rule of thumb is to deal with something once. And remind yourself to take an inventory of your changing needs from time to time. Dispose of the items that no longer fit your lifestyle.
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Organization has to be based on the personality, environment, habits, and usage of the individual or household. A one-size-fits-all solution won’t work. Trying to force-fit answers may work for a while, but sooner or later, anything forced is doomed to fail. Make sure your clutter-busting solutions fit your lifestyle.



A Place for Everything

Another important ground rule? Never buy anything unless you have a place to put it. One newly purchased painting was designated for duty in the communal storage bin of a condo complex after the homeowner was unable to find the wall space on which to hang it. Another individual bought a mahogany antique icebox thinking she could convert it into a funky bar for her den. Turns out the icebox didn’t fit in the den. But it does fit in her unfinished basement, where’s it been collecting dust ever since. And that goes for storage containers, too. Ariane Benefit says disorganized people tend to have more organizing products than their shipshape counterparts. The containers actually add to the clutter problem because they were purchased without a specific purpose in mind. Plan first, buy second.

What works? What doesn’t? Every item needs a home, and the home must suit the need. For instance, things you use every day should be stored in accessible and intuitive places. Toothpaste in the medicine cabinet is a no-brainer. But what about your house keys? Is searching for them part of your morning out-the-door routine? That’s because you haven’t designated a permanent and appropriate spot for them, which, in this case, would be on a hook or in a drawer right by the door. Similarly, there are times when people see an open space in a drawer or cabinet and find it impossible to resist filling it with items that don’t belong. They’ll put photographs in a night-table drawer or toys in a home office closet. That only starts the snowball effect of creating a storage nightmare. Take a look around your rooms, and you’ll discover this is where many clutter problems originate.

A Family Affair

Take a holistic approach to organizing your home. Involve each family member in the planning and process. Make sure everyone knows the end goal and what is expected of him or her. Start with a needs assessment. Who does what in which room? Do you need to carve out a crafts area? A play zone? A quiet zone for homework? A makeshift home office? How will the rooms have to be rejiggered to support these various activities? Put a budget together for shelves, bins, and other storage supplies. Then, get everyone’s input and buy-in to the plan. When family members understand how integral they are to the endeavor and the benefits they’ll reap, you’ll have taken a major step at the outset to reaching your goals.

Fill ‘er Up

There are hundreds of products and services available to help you meet whatever specific storage challenges you’re about to face. Almost any piece of furniture can be designed for functionality. There are ottomans with beneath-the-seat storage, pop-up television sets that won’t commandeer surface space, and double-duty armoires. Products range from inexpensive Rubbermaid bins to top-of-the-line custom-built solutions with stratospheric price tags to match. Budget limitations are no excuse to keep the status quo. Even if you’re on austerity, you can repurpose existing furniture and organizational aids in ways that don’t break the bank.

The least expensive way to get more storage space, of course, is to donate, sell, or throw out. According to one report, 80 percent of what we have we never use.
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The week between Christmas and New Year’s Day is the biggest selling period for storage containers. The reason? Consumers need them to store their holiday decorations and to hold all their newly received gifts. Other peak selling times are back-to-school season and Halloween. Chances are you’ll be able to find some good storage bargains if you time your purchases just right.



You can find storage products at hardware stores, storage specialty retailers, even museum shops. Visit the storage section of your local department store, and you’ll get a good idea of just how widespread a problem clutter is these days. The aisles are packed. It’s like going to a supermarket the day before Thanksgiving.

The biggest thing you’ll have to cough up is not money but time. Finding long-term storage solutions is not a matter of neatening up the piles on your office desk. It’s a commitment to eviscerating them. It’s not hanging the clothes that sit on the foot of your bed. It’s going through every scarf, pair of pants, shirt, and hat and committing to a take-no-prisoners approach.

Let’s face it. It took weeks, months, maybe even years of neglect for your home to reach the state it’s in, so it’s only fair it’ll require a little bit of elbow grease to undo the damage. Amazingly, you can even make money out of the deal. As you go along, you’ll discover a mountain of items you no longer need. Sell them. Have a garage sale, list them online with eBay, bring them to a consignment shop, or take out a classified ad in your local paper. It’s a great way to free up space and put money in your pocket. And, if you’re like most people, you’ll also discover items you forgot you even had, like a brand-new shirt stuffed in the back of the bedroom closet. Then again, nothing quite makes you feel as good as donating your unwanted items to a good cause.
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When buying storage products that require assembly, be sure to check the label for information on installation hardware. Sometimes the hardware is included with the product. Other times, you’ll need to purchase it separately. Also ask the sales representative how difficult the product is to assemble. If you’re an all-thumbs type, you may need to make arrangements for professional installation.



You may come up with another discovery—that you might not be storage-deprived after all. A whole-house purge can result in big chunks of newfound space. Imagine finding an extra 25 or 50 percent more space you didn’t realize you had. If that doesn’t motivate you, nothing will.

Purge and Resurge

In the chapters that follow, you’ll learn about the specific storage challenges and opportunities in each room of the house. The problem area will determine what supplies you’ll need for a clean sweep. Generally, you should have the following on hand:


	Cartons

	Markers (A label-maker is even better. As your third-grade teacher stressed, neatness counts.)

	Labels

	Trash bags

	File folders

	Binders



Solving your storage problems entails getting to the heart of the matter: stuff. To know where to put it, you need to first determine if belongs in your home. Do you use it, need it, or love it? Be prepared to assess each item. There’s no easy way around this job. As standard operating procedure, you’ll need to remove everything from closets, drawers, cabinets, and pantries first. It’ll force you to take an inventory of what you’ve got and, more importantly, what you can get rid of. Make sure that as you go along you take pains to put your possessions on a weight-loss program.

Here are four principles to discern junk from valuable, usable belongings:


	If you can’t remember the last time you used, wore, or played with something, it’s time to get rid of it. That “someday I might need it” philosophy is what got you into this situation in the first place.

	When evaluating items that hold sentimental attachments, try to segregate the object from the memory.

	If it’s broken, and you’re not the handyman type, let it go.

	If you uncover multitudes of an item, do a good deed and donate your extras to others.



Brian Scudamore, founder and CEO of the 1-800-GOT-JUNK trash-removal service, says that his employees have found their share of oddities while hauling away garbage from customers’ garages and basements. Among the weirdest? Prosthetic legs, 18,000 cans of expired sardines, thirteen porcelain Buddha statues, 19,000 pounds of frozen animal carcasses, and a defused bomb from World War II.
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You can only deduct donations to organizations that the Internal Revenue Service qualifies as nonprofit. Ask the charity if it qualifies, or check the IRS Web site at www.irs.gov. For furniture and clothing donations, the IRS will allow you to deduct the fair market price of your contributions. Always ask the agency for a receipt.



Now if your refuse is anything like that, you may need to hire a hauling service or rent a commercial dumpster. Look in the Yellow Pages and compare prices and terms.

In the case of home organization, parting is all sweet—and no sorrow. When you pare down, you automatically make your living space more breathable.

Up, Up, and Away

Putting everything away takes a little bit more thought than yanking it off the shelves. It’s crucial to have a dedicated home for every item. The alternative is quiet chaos.

Store like items together so there is an inherent sense of order. Keep serving utensils all in one drawer, for instance, and athletic equipment all in one area. What happens when items scatter in a diaspora? Two words: junk drawer. The reason junk drawers are unruly is that they’re a dumping ground for every miscellaneous “orphaned” item in your home. If you define your space and start thinking in terms of designated zones, you’ll spend a lot less time hunting things down in places they don’t belong.
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Today, the average house size is 1,700 square feet. That’s about the same as a decade ago. So while home size remains the same, Americans are accumulating more stuff at faster rates, which is one big reason for all the clutter.



Twenty-three percent of adults say they pay their bills late—and incur late fees—not because they don’t have the money but because they lose the statements. When you don’t assign a place for something, you give yourself carte blanche to keep an inefficient system going.

If, after all your purging, you still need to rent a storage unit, shop around for price, and carefully consider size. You don’t want to pay for space you don’t use. Accessibility and security are a couple of other issues to investigate. And before you sign, check the facility out with the Better Business Bureau, online at www.bbb.org.


Process Makes Perfect

Recognize that solving your storage dilemmas is a process that takes planning. Take it a room at a time. If necessary, take it a few minutes at a time, if that will prevent you from becoming overwhelmed. Otherwise, you’ll be tempted to call it quits. It could take the better part of a day to do a top-to-bottom sweep of a bathroom and the better part of a month for a really huge undertaking, like a kitchen or home office. Don’t rush it.
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Clutter comes in all forms, including online clutter in your computer’s inbox. Get around it by opening up a free e-mail account and use it exclusively for online purchases. Yahoo! and Gmail from Google are just two of the many providers. It’ll help reduce spam to your primary account.



You can get through some of the smaller jobs faster if you’re the multitasking type. Sorting through old photographs or reviewing files of paperwork are perfect jobs to do while watching TV or listening to the ballgame. Start by choosing a target that will let you see the immediate results of your work. Instead of a drawer or closet, pick a tabletop or desktop. The results will instantly enhance your functional space and give you all the incentive you need to keep moving forward.

Setting the Date

So now that you’ve got a plan, it’s time to set a date. Grab a calendar and create a schedule. If you want to get your kitchen in primo shape for a party, allow enough time to turn it inside out and upside down. Factor in the configuration of your home and the climate, too. If you live in the north, bedrooms, kitchen, and bathrooms make good projects for the winter months. Shift your schedule if you live in a hot and humid environment.

Save noninsulated areas of your home for spring or fall. If your attic needs attention and it’s neither heated nor air-conditioned, avoid a major re-org during the dog days of summer. For garden and outdoor areas, pick a beautiful day when you’ll want to be outdoors anyway, enjoying fresh air and sunshine.
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The International Association of Professional Organizers, a nonprofit association, provides free and anonymous support groups for chronic clutterers, hoarders, and packrats. Group teleconference calls are held the first Monday of every month from 7:00 to 9:00 P.M. Eastern Standard Time. Visit http://organizingtheworld.org/chronicclutterer.htm for instructions on how to dial in.



Enlist family members or friends. They’ll help you to look at your possessions with a discerning eye and keep you on task. Sometimes we become so used to having a piece of furniture in a certain place or used a certain way, we can’t imagine anything else. A yin to your yang will challenge you to rethink your design room by room, section by section. If the task still seems daunting or the situation has gotten a bit too out of hand, consider hiring a professional organizer, someone who’ll come to your home to help you prioritize and systematize. The nonprofit group National Association of Professional Organizers can help you find an individual in your area who’ll come to your rescue. Visit the group’s Web site at www.napo.net for details.

Swept Away

Disorganization isn’t tied to a particular gender, age group, geographic area, or socioeconomic class. It’s an equal opportunity offender that casts a wide net. Today the organization business is a $7 billion market. Professional Organizer Barry Izsak says organization is learned behavior that, unfortunately, is never taught. Be patient. It’s not realistic to think you’re going to tame one, five, or twenty years of clutter in a day, so set practical expectations. Baby steps or giant steps, either way you’re moving forward.

Clean House, Clear Mind

When you rework the space you have, assigning a function to every area and optimizing its efficiency, you’ll find you have more room than you thought possible. Americans are converting their garages into living spaces and renting off-site storage units more than ever before, but realize this: Eighty percent of clutter is the result of disorganization, not lack of space.

More important, you will have created a sane and soothing environment worth all the blood, sweat, and tears. Your days will be clearer because you’ll have eliminated those frustrations blocking your mission to get things done. You can move through the paces of your day more quickly, freeing up your time to do more of the things that you enjoy.

Stay on Track

Keep in mind that organization is not a one-shot deal. It’s a lifestyle. You need to sustain it. The National Association of Professional Organizers says it’s important to think not just in terms of getting organized but of being organized and staying organized. There are bound to be a few days of backsliding here and there, of course. Life gets busy. But there are two keys to avoiding a major relapse. First, it’s necessary to employ a program of ongoing maintenance so that cleanup occurs while clutter is still in the minimal—not mountainous—stage. Second, it’s important to take an inventory of your organization and storage strategies from time to time to ensure they’re still meeting your current needs and lifestyle. Today’s solutions may be tomorrow’s problems, warns pro organizer Ariane Benefit.

Albert Einstein once wrote that there are three rules of work:

1. Out of clutter find simplicity.

2. From discord find harmony.

3. In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.

Today, the kitchen; tomorrow, the world.

Keep It Up

Once you’ve completed the hard work, don’t fall back into bad habits. Maintain the effort by always putting belongings back in their proper places. Shortcuts will only undermine your efforts. An investment of ten or fifteen minutes of daily touch-ups is all it takes to keep you clutter-free. When tidying up, ask yourself if you really like it, use it, or need it before putting a thing back in its place.

A home that looks good helps us feel good. In her book House Thinking: A Room by Room Look at How We Live, author Winifred Gallagher says no matter what its price tag or cachet, a house or apartment that fails to provide enough physical or psychological support can’t be a true home.

If you need an extra incentive, remember that good organization reduces stress and saves time. When you know exactly where your things are, you put an end to hide-and-seek expeditions. And many people say the process is a cathartic one that will reward you with a sense of accomplishment, self-confidence, and empowerment.



Chapter 2

If You Can’t Stand the Heap: Kitchens

Ah, the fantasy of a dream kitchen—one of those tricked-out numbers packed with techno-wizardry appliances. You know those kinds—their instructional manuals have the girth of a Manhattan telephone book. (Oh, and where to file all those instructional manuals? More on that to come.) We seem to have an insatiable appetite for high-tech devices, even if they’re designed for extremely niche purposes. Have no fear. Here are lots of space-saving solutions to the rescue.

Out in the Open

Is your kitchen the gathering spot for family meals, projects, and meetings? Do you have more gadgets than the local electronics store? Do you super-size your grocery shopping at a discount warehouse club? Chances are you’ve got kitchen creep, the pesky phenomenon that occurs when items start busting out of their designated spaces. The cabinet doors don’t quite shut all the way; the freezer door needs an extra good push to cement the seal. And with kitchen creep inevitably comes the dreaded kitchen heap.
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