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INTRODUCTION


Five steps to a more organized, less cluttered home


Images of organization are everywhere: in newspapers, books, and magazines, on TV shows, in catalogs, and on line. When you see a photo of a perfectly neat room in which everything is arranged just so, it’s easy to think that you’re looking at the very definition of organization.


But don’t be fooled: There’s no single organizing ideal. What’s perfect for one person might be utterly wrong for someone else. Being organized doesn’t mean having to give away things you love or keep a home that’s staid and spotless. Rather, it means having systems and habits that give you easy access to the stuff you need, use, love, and find beautiful and that help you create a home that’s comfortable.


Because the specific definition of organization is differ ent for each person, the first steps in the organizing process are figuring out what your frustrations are, identifying what’s not working, and setting your own organizing goals.


If you’re like most people, you probably want to jump right in and start sorting, weeding, and moving things around so you can see visual signs of progress. You can put that enthusiasm to smart, efficient use—and can in crease your chances of success over the long term—by taking the opportunity to create an organizing plan that will help you get from where you are to where you want to be. That plan will incorporate the organizing sugges tions throughout this book and will stem from your an swers to five questions:



	Dream: What do you want your space to be like?

	Get real: What is the space like now?

	List your frustrations: What bugs you?

	Get specific: What’s not working well?

	Set some goals: What do you want to achieve?



These questions represent five steps in the process of organizing your home. Considering them will help you define your own vision of successful organization.



1. Dream: What Do You Want Your Space to Be Like?

Getting organized gives you the chance to create a home that looks, feels, and functions like you want it to. The first step in this process, then, is to brainstorm what you want each space in your home to be like. (If you’re focusing on organizing particular areas in your house, devote your envisioning to those rooms.)


If you were my client, one of the first things I’d ask you in each room, as we walked through your house, is, “What do you want this space to be like?” Many people have ideas, even clear visions, in mind. They want the place to be soothing: “A calming retreat at the end of the day.” They want an active and highly functional space: “I’d love the kitchen to be a place where the whole family can gather and make dinner together.” Or they just want relief from the mess: “I wish the front hall didn’t have piles of bags and shoes on the floor and that terrifying stack of mail on the table.”


But you might be like some of my clients who struggle with this question. “But that’s why I bought this book—so I can get ideas about what this room should look like and what stuff I need here!” Sure, this book will give you plenty of ideas about useful supplies for organizing and great ideas for storing things. But first, two reminders.


One: Organizing isn’t the same as decorating. When I ask what you want your space to be like, I don’t really mean picking a color scheme or decorating style, or even deciding where specifically things should go within a room. Yes, the pictures in this book offer many ideas about both. But my underlying message is about helping you figure out how you want each the area to feel and function.


Two: You’re getting organized for your own benefit (and maybe for your family members’, too), so other than those with whom you share your home, it doesn’t matter much what anyone else thinks each space should be like. I can offer advice, direction, and assistance to help you figure out your own definition of organization. And the pictures in this book suggest a wide variety of styles and ideas. You pick and choose the ones that work for you.


So get ready to dream. Think about each room in the house, and ask yourself:



	What would the space be like if it truly felt organized?

	What tasks and activities would you be able to do there?

	How would the room feel?

	If other people in the house also use the space, how would they answer these questions?



Write your replies on a pad or in a notebook, and keep it handy because you’ll be using it again.


Remember, you don’t need to specify details like what furniture should be in the room, how it should be arranged, what color the walls should be, or where things should be stored—but, of course, you can add those details if you want. Be as specific or as general as you’d like.


After you’ve finished dreaming, it’s time to move on to the next question.





2. Get Real: What Is the Space Like Now?

Before you can create an accurate plan for getting to where you want to be organizationally, you need to know where you are. The beginning of the organizing process is a great time to look at each room with clear eyes and get a fuller sense of how you’re currently using the space and what’s in it.


To answer this question (and the two that follow), get real. Take a tour of your home, with your notebook and pen in hand, and perhaps a friend or family member in tow. Start either in the most commonly used room in the house or in the one that causes you the most frustration.


Take a close look at the room (this includes opening closets, cupboards, and drawers). In your notebook, describe what the space is like. Is it clean and functional, or does it feel messy and disorganized? List what you (or other members of your family) do there. Detail what sorts of things are in the room. List who uses the room.


Again, your replies can be either general or highly detailed, but be sure to include at least some basic information—what happens in the room, what stuff is there, and how it feels—about each space in the house.





3. List Your Frustrations: What Bugs You?

The motivation to get organized often stems from specific frustrations. Perhaps you’re fed up with the towering pile of mail that greets you from a hall table each time you open the front door. Maybe it feels like there’s too much stuff everywhere in the house, or that something is always in the way no matter where you are or what you’re doing. You might be tired of constantly having to look for things you’re sure you have but just can’t find.


As you tour your home, make a list of what bothers you—the things about the current state of each room and the house in general that



	annoy you,

	tire you,

	make you angry, or

	make you sad.



Your list can be as general (too much stuff everywhere!) or as specific (overcrowded hall closet) as you’d like. If you find that you’re able to jot down a long list of frustrations for certain rooms, there’s a good chance those rooms will be good spots in which to start your organizing work.





4. Get Specific: What’s Not Working Well?

After you’ve made a list of organizing frustrations, highlight those about the specific areas, systems, or habits in your home that aren’t working. Use a highlighter pen, or simply add to your list. For example, take that terrifying stack of mail. Highlight it in your list, and think about why it happens. Perhaps there’s not a convenient or logical spot for incoming mail, so it ends up in a stack on a table. If one of your frustrations is that cooking, cleaning, and putting dishes away are chores, maybe your kitchen cabinets and drawers are so stuffed that it’s hard to get anything into or out of them. If there’s a mountain of shoes in your bedroom closet, perhaps that’s because there’s no space for a shoe rack on the floor.


Describe each problem in as much detail as possible: Knowing specifically what doesn’t work well will make it easier to find effective solutions. You don’t have to write down solutions to the problems you identify now; you just need to know what those problems are. The rest of this book is designed to help you create effective solutions.





5. Set Some Goals: What Do You Want to Achieve?

After you’ve toured your home and answered the four questions above, spend some time thinking about your organizing goals. How do you want your home to look, feel, and function? What do you want to be able to do there that you can’t do now? What tasks will be easier or more pleasant when each space is well organized?


To help identify specific goals, try to fill in the blanks after these statements:



	I want my home to feel more ___________________.

	I want to spend less time looking for ______________.

	I want ____________________ (task or activity) to be easier and more pleasant.

	I want a space where I can do ___________________ (task or activity).



Write your goals in your notebook, and keep this list in a safe, prominent spot (with your purse or briefcase, perhaps, or tucked into this book) as you work through your organizing project. Use your goals lists, as well as your answers to the four questions above, to identify the organizing solutions in this book that will be most useful to you, to motivate yourself, and, most importantly, to mark and celebrate your progress as you get organized.





What’s Stopping You?


	“I’m such a slob.”

	“I don’t know why I can’t just do this. I must be really lazy.”

	“What’s my problem? My friend has three kids and keeps a perfectly organized house. I have only one child, but my space is constantly a mess.”

	“When I try to get rid of any of my mother’s things, I get paralyzed, even though I don’t really want them and know they’re taking up a lot of space.”



Do any of these sound familiar? If you’ve struggled with disorganization, chances are you’ve had thoughts like these before. Perhaps others have said similar things to you or have criticized you for not being as organized as they think you should be. Maybe you’ve seen organizing shows on TV, or have read books and magazine articles on the subject and are discouraged because the big transformations presented seem out of reach to you.


The truth is that while the component tasks of organizing—sorting and weeding, categorizing, putting things in containers, labeling—might not be extremely complex on their own, the entire process of getting organized often feels overwhelming, especially if you don’t know where to start or how to work through a project in an effective way. Why?


Emotions. Organizing—sorting and weeding in particular—can be emotionally draining. Many of the things in your home, the very things you’ll be dealing with during the weeding process, can have far deeper meanings than are obvious from the surface. They might be reminders of pleasant experiences that you won’t get to enjoy again, or of people who have passed away or otherwise left your life. They might represent things you once were or did, or things you wanted to be or do but may not have had the chance to. They might give you a sense of control in a life that otherwise feels out of control.


My advice? Go ahead and acknowledge these feelings as you go through your belongings. Joy, regret, sadness, anger, longing: Be prepared to experience them all. Deal with the emotions that come up for you, perhaps by sharing with a sympathetic friend or family member what an item means to you, by taking photos of meaningful stuff you’re ready to let go of and writing down why these things were special to you, or by making it a point to pass things along to people you know will use and appreciate them.


Make it a goal not to brush aside or ignore any strong emotions that come up for you as you organize. Ignoring these feelings can make you feel overwhelmed and can bring the process to a halt. Remember, letting go of things that don’t make you happy or support your life as you’re living it now can keep you mired in the past. Organizing can help you focus more on the present.


Time. Sometimes it can seem impossible to find the time to get organized, whether you work inside or outside the home, whether you have a large family or live on your own, and regardless of how many or few activities you or other members of your household might be involved with. When it seems like you have to choose between doing organizing tasks and getting dinner on the table, dinner will probably (and understandably) win.


If you’re pinched for time, break organizing tasks down into small chunks that are easy to tackle. For example, rather than trying to sort and weed every item in your kitchen at once, start with one drawer, then move on to other drawers and cabinets when you’re finished. Setting aside twenty to thirty minutes each day to work through the organizing process can help you make progress without having to add another overwhelming item on your To Do list.


Having to do it alone. Not being able to go through the organizing process on your own because you don’t have the time, emotional energy, or motivation to tackle it without assistance does not mean you’re a failure or that there’s something wrong with you. It simply means that it would be a good idea to bring in some help. You might enlist a friend, family member, or neighbor to lend a hand. Bribe a buddy by offering a few free beers. Entice your sister with promises of cast-off jewelry or clothes. Get a neighbor involved by offering to lend a hand on a project she’s tackling. Look for someone who can be gentle or give you a nudge when needed and, most important, who’s able to be supportive and nonjudgmental. This last point is crucial: The last thing you want is an assistant who will criticize you, reinforce any negative beliefs you might have about yourself because of the disorganization in your life, or judge you for the decisions you make.


Weeding out your closet, for example, with a friend who can help walk you through the decision-making process about what to keep and what to toss by asking constructive questions (“Do you like those pants? Are they comfortable? Do they make you feel confident when you’re wearing them? When is the last time you wore them?”) is likely to be effective and may even be fun. On the other hand, enlisting someone who’ll be critical or cruel (“That looks terrible on you. That fabric looks cheap. How much did you pay for that shirt, anyway?” or, if you were sorting a closet full of gadgets, “You still have every cell phone you’ve ever owned? You actually bought that tool advertised on late-night TV?”) will leave you feeling exhausted and beaten down and can keep the organizing process from moving forward.


Needing professional advice. If you need a boost or don’t know where to start, consider hiring a professional organizer. A pro can help guide you through the organizing process, lend support when you reach sticky spots, come up with systems, and help keep you moving forward. Professional organizers come from many different backgrounds, have a variety of working styles, and focus on numerous types of clients, from seniors to students to homemakers to the chronically disorganized. You’ll find more information about working with a professional organizer at the end of this book.


Needing a guide. Sometimes you can tackle the organizing process on your own as long as you have something to get you started and guide you along the way, so let this volume help! I have a particular take on organizing, and throughout this book I use words like “simple,” “easy,” and “basic” to describe organizing tasks, systems, and habits. That’s because I honestly believe that the tasks, systems, and habits themselves aren’t terribly complex, and I present them here in a way that’s designed to make organizing a straightforward and manageable process.


Keep in mind, though, that even simple tasks like sorting and weeding can be challenging, especially when emotions are involved or when you have to do them during times when you’d rather be doing other things. If you find yourself struggling with something I describe as easy, or if you find that basic habits feel like anything but, don’t beat yourself up, and don’t abandon the progress you’ve made. Take a breath, enlist help, and give yourself time to get back on track.


How you go about getting organized (on your own, with a friend, with a professional), how long it takes you, and whether the process is a fun and exciting one or a challenging and emotional one will vary from person to person. What matters is that you find the organizing process, systems, and habits that will help you reach your goals, create the home you want, and live your life as you want to live it. This book is designed to be your guide.











CLEARING CLUTTER

Remove things you don’t want, use, or need to clear clutter and create space

A common misconception about getting organized is that it requires getting rid of things you really want to keep. Let this idea be the first thing you let go of. The purpose of sorting and weeding is to clear out excess stuffso that it’s easier to store, find, and use the things you want, need, and love.

Without a doubt, weeding takes time, thought, and effort. Choosing what to keep and what to get rid of requires many decisions, and it can be the most challenging, difficult, and tiring part of getting organized. But letting go of unwanted stuff gives you a powerful sense of accomplishment, not to mention a less cluttered home.

Getting Ready
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	Before weeding, set up bags, boxes, or bins for the things you decide to let go of and those you want to keep.

	Label the containers Keep Here, Donate, Move Elsewhere, and Clean/Repair; keep trash and recycling bins handy, too.

	Decide on a charity to which you’d like to bring the items you’re letting go of to lessen the chances of these things hanging around your house indefinitely.






Questions to Ask

To decide whether to keep or get rid of something, ask yourself these questions as you weed.


	Do I need this thing? When was the last time I used it?

	Do I love this thing? Does it make me happy each time I use it?

	Is there a legal or financial reason I need to keep this thing? If so, how long do I have to hold on to it?

	Do I have more than one of this thing? If so, do I ever need to use two or more at the same time?





Make this process easier by creating some guidelines up front to help direct you as you weed and to keep you from having to make many of the same decisions over and over again. For example, you might decide that you’ll get rid of any clothes that don’t fit, don’t make you feel confident, have been tucked in the back of the closet for years, or are out of style. Keep these guidelines in mind (or on paper) as you approach your closet and dresser.

Having a list of general questions to ask yourself, such as the sample lists below, is another useful practice. As you sort and weed, you might have other additions to my list. It can also be helpful to have someone else around as you go through the clutter-clearing process to lend an ear, to add things to your donation pile as you decide what to let go of, and to support you as you work through challenging decisions.

In the end, aim to keep only stuff you truly need, use on a regular basis, love having, or find beautiful. Things that don’t fall into at least one of those categories are likely to end up as clutter.


More Questions to Ask


	Is this thing in good repair, or is it broken, stained, or damaged? If it’s not in good shape, is it worth my time and effort to fix it?

	Am I keeping this thing only because someone gave it to me or I paid good money for it?

	Am I keeping this thing because I think I might need it someday? If I did need it someday, could I get it again at that point?

	Is this thing worth the space, time, and effort it takes me to store it and keep it clean?





Cleaning Up
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	Unless you’re working in a space that you can close offuntil your next weeding session, aim to clean up when you’re done sorting for the day.

	Set aside the contents of your Keep Here box. Return things in the Move Elsewhere box to their rightful homes.

	If possible, arrange to drop offthe contents of your Donate box to the charity you’ve chosen.

	Bring the things in the Clean/Repair box to the spot where you’ll work on them (or put them near the door if you’ll bring them to someone else, such as a dry cleaner).








DEVELOPING SYSTEMS

Find homes for the things you want to keep and create systems that work for you

One of the most important parts of getting organized—and making it easy to stay that way—is creating systems that fix what’s not working and help you meet your organizing goals. These systems include not only where you store stuff but also how you store it and how you access it. A system can be as simple as a recipe box or as complex as a totally new storage plan for your kitchen cabinets and drawers.

Creating systems doesn’t require blueprints, complicated calculations, or advanced space-planning skills. All you need to know is what you want to store, how to store it, and what tools and techniques to use so that things are easy to access and put away.

What to Store
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	What you store in each room in the house—and in each area within that room—depends largely on what you do there.

	A rule of thumb is to store things as close as possible to where you use them—pots and pans near the stove, for example, and bags and umbrellas near the door.

	Think of the space in each room as real estate. Aim to devote the most valuable real estate, or the most accessible spots, to storing the things you use most frequently.





How to Store
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	Look for ways to keep like things together (shoes with shoes, for example) and to make things easy to get out and put away.

	Think creatively about containers (racks, shelves, boxes, bins, drawers, hangers), and don’t be afraid to use nontraditional ones.

	Choose containers that hold what you need them to hold and fit the space, and that you enjoy. A functional container you hate is a container you won’t want to use.





It’s important to remember that organizing systems need to be flexible. When you create a new system, you’re essentially making an educated guess; it’s impossible to know for sure whether the system will work perfectly. Once you set up a system, use it regularly for a few weeks, and if you find that it’s not quite working, feel free to change it. Make it simpler if it seems too complex, or more detailed if it’s too basic. Move things around, try new storage containers, do another round of weeding—make whatever small changes you think will help. (Avoid completely overhauling the system unless it’s a true disaster.)

Labeling
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	Labeling helps make organizing systems clearer and more functional, especially when more than one person uses them. Labels also make it easier to stay organized over the long term.

	Use labels wherever you need to clarify the contents (oregano, sugar, bills to pay) or ownership (Hannah’s, Jonathan’s, Mom’s) of something.

	Be sure the labels make sense to everyone who uses the organizing systems.

	Labels can be handwritten, printed from a computer, or created on a label maker.





Also give yourself the flexibility to modify your systems over time, especially as your life changes. A system that works well now won’t necessarily be effective five years from now, just as one that worked in the past might not do what you need it to do today. Revisit your systems over time and revise them as needed to be sure they support your life as you’re currently living it.


Updating Systems


	To update systems that no longer work, start with small changes: Clear out any clutter that has accumulated, reconsider where you’ve stored things, use different containers, and modify labels.

	A system is too complex if it doesn’t make sense to one or more of the people who use it, if it requires more than a few steps to use, or if you find yourself avoiding it because of the effort it requires.

	A system is too basic if it doesn’t solve the organizing problem or, worse, causes problems that weren’t there before.








MAINTAINING ORGANIZATION

Develop simple (but important) habits and routines to maintain progress and stay organized

You’ve cleared your home of clutter, planned how you want to use each room, created organizing systems to keep things contained and accessible, and labeled things so that it’s easy to find what you need. You’ve reached your organizing goals, and your home finally feels like it’s a truly comfortable, welcoming, pleasant place to be.

Less-Than-a-Minute Habits
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	Put things back where they belong when you’re done with them. Ask other family members to do the same.

	Toss any junk mail in the recycling bin or shred pile as soon as it comes into the house.

	Hang up coats, jackets, and bags as soon as you take them off.

	Put your keys, glasses, and wallet in the same place each time you come home.





Now all you have to do is keep it that way.

It’s easy to forget that getting things organized once doesn’t mean they’ll stay organized forever—just as mopping a floor or making a bed one time doesn’t mean an end to those tasks. Maintaining the progress you’ve made requires developing a few new habits.

Daily Habits
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	Walk through the house to pick up and put away anything that’s migrated away from the place it belongs.

	Wash dishes or load them into the dishwasher after each meal.

	When getting undressed at the end of the day, put dirty clothes in the hamper and hang or fold clean ones and put them away—and have your kids do the same.

	Get bags, clothes, and papers for the next day ready the night before to avoid a morning rush.





Less-than-a-Minute Habits are tasks you can do in under a minute to keep things in order and save time in the long run. Even though they take little more than a few seconds, they can have a big impact.

Daily Habits should be planned so that they’re easy to fit in and require minimal time commitments for day-to-day maintenance. The thought of adding anything complicated to your daily To Do list can be overwhelming, so focus instead on small, simple tasks. They’re one key to staying organized.

Weekly Habits are a bit more involved than Daily Habits, but they make daily maintenance easier. To make scheduling these habits easier, try pegging them to activities you already have planned: You might use the time after taking the kids to sports practice to pay your bills, for example.

Monthly and Seasonal Habits need to happen only a few times a year—and in some cases only once a year. Aim to do these organizing activities at the same time you take care of other seasonal tasks, such as spring cleaning or hanging storm windows.

Weekly Habits
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	Schedule time once a week to open and process the mail you’ve gathered in your mail sorter.

	Go through the papers your kids have brought home from school (with your children’s help if they’re old enough). Recycle anything they don’t need, add activi ties to the family calendar, and store any papers the kids need or want to keep.

	At the start of each week, plan your meals, create a grocery shopping list, and update your family’s schedule for the coming week.





Monthly and Seasonal Habits
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	Do an intensive clutter-clearing session a few times a year. Scheduling these sessions before gift-giving holidays is a good way to clear out the old to make room for the new.

	Rotate your clothes each time the season changes. Weed out clothes you no longer want, that don’t fit, or that are damaged beyond repair.

	When putting away holiday decorations, take the time to organize them to keep them safe and make the next year’s holidays easier to plan for.















KITCHEN

Identify your kitchen personality and discover the best ways to make this room work for you

No two kitchens are the same, and no two people use their kitchens in exactly the same way, so it follows that one set of organizing tips won’t fit everyone. For ideas and recommendations specific to the way you use your kitchen, find the kitchen personality here that best describes you, and then check out the tips for that personality below the photo.


Whoever You Are


	Use overhead storage for light, bulky items like serving baskets and plastic colanders.

	Avoid storing anything in the oven or broiler tray to reduce the risk of fire (or of damaging a piece of cookware you forgot you’d stashed there).

	Keep a stepstool handy to make it easy (and safe) to reach things stored in high cabinets.






Gourmet Chef

I love cooking, and do it almost daily. For me, the more elaborate the recipe, the greater the challenge. I need plenty of counter space to spread out while I’m cooking. My pots and pans need to be neatly organized and easy to grab. My kitchen needs enough storage for everything I use.

If You’re a Gourmet Chef …
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	Invest in a hanging rack so that you can keep all of your pots and pans in one place and easily find the ones you need.

	Use a rolling kitchen cart to give yourself extra counter space while you’re cooking. As a bonus, most carts have shelves or cabinets underneath.

	If you don’t have enough drawer space for all of your cooking gadgets, store them in crocks or canisters on the counter or stashed in a cabinet.









Simple Everyday Cook


I cook a lot—mostly straightforward meals on weekdays, with fancier dishes on special occasions and some weekends. My ideal kitchen has counters that are uncluttered so I can cook or my kids can do homework while I work. I need simple storage in cabinets and drawers for my basic supplies and gadgets. There are certain cooking tools I use all the time, and I want to be able to grab them with my eyes closed or with a kid hanging on my leg.

If You’re a Simple Everyday Cook …
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	Designate an area of the counter or the kitchen table as the kid food-prep zone, where children can help with basic tasks like mixing and measuring.

	Store your everyday cookware—the pots, pans, bowls, baking dishes, and colanders you use all the time—in one spot, such as the cabinet closest to the stove.

	Set aside one cabinet as the storage spot for the supplies your kids need to do homework in the kitchen.








Occasional Cook

My idea of an ideal kitchen is one in which someone else does the cooking. On the rare occasions when I make more than toast, I need quick and easy access to my basic cooking gear. I want my kitchen supplies consolidated so I don’t have to open more than one drawer and one cabinet to find them. I’d love to be able to use the storage in my kitchen for other things. (I never do seem to have enough space for books.)

If You’re an Occasional Cook …
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	Get rid of any cookware or gadgets you don’t (and are unlikely to) use, such as cake pans and waffle irons.

	Rather than spreading things out, designate one for pots, pans, bowls, and other cookware; one cabinet for plates and glasses; and one for utensils and gadgets.

	If you have extra storage space after you’ve stored your kitchen supplies, use it for other things such as books, papers, or electronics; just be sure to keep these items separate from your cookware and pantry items.










COUNTERTOPS

Clear off the clutter and find the space you need for everyday essentials

In a perfect world, kitchen counters would be clean and clear all the time, standing at the ready to be used for food preparation. Unless you have an especially large kitchen, though, or don’t have much by way of appliances, gadgets, and cooking supplies, chances are your countertops tend to attract clutter.


Sorting and Weeding

As you weed the things on your counter-tops, ask yourself these questions:


	Do I use this item? If so, do I use it often, or only occasionally? When was the last time I used it?

	How many of this item do I have? Do I need them all? Do I ever use them all at the same time?

	Is this thing in good repair? If it’s broken, is it worth the time and expense to fix it?

	Does this item belong in the kitchen, or would it be better stored elsewhere?





While it might not be realistic to aim for always-clear counters, organizing your space so that your countertops store only things you use regularly—leaving room for chopping, mixing, and other cooking-related tasks—will make your kitchen more functional, and the work you do there more efficient.

Before you decide what should go where on your counters,

The Food-Prep Zone
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	The main zone in most kitchens is the food-prep zone, where tasks like chopping, measuring, and mixing happen. Put the zone close to the stove so that it’s easy to switch between food prep and cooking.

	Keep this space free of appliances and gadgets you don’t use on a regular basis. However, the appliances you turn to every day—a coffee-maker, a toaster, a blender—deserve homes here.

	Also keep knives, cutting boards, and mixing bowls here.





take the time to clear off the clutter: gadgets, loose papers, cooking supplies you don’t often use, and anything that belongs either elsewhere in the kitchen or in another room. This is a great time to reconsider whether you truly need these things; if you don’t use them, don’t like them, or never seem to have space for them, it’s time to let them go.

After you’ve weeded, take a look at what you’re keeping, decide how you want to be able to use your counters, and start thinking about zones: different areas of the kitchen where you do different tasks.

The Cooking Zone
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	The cooking zone is where boiling, sautéing, baking, and roasting happen. Situate this zone next to the stove, near the food-prep zone.

	Keep the counters near the stove uncluttered to make room for cooking supplies, including spoons, spatulas, basic spices, and potholders.

	If you have limited storage space, use the walls and ceilings to hang items. Racks can hold pots and pans, and simple wall hooks can store potholders and colanders.






GREEN LIGHT

If your kitchen is small and counter space is at a premium, consider expanding it with things like a cart with a butcher-block top, a chopping board that fits over the sink, or a pull-out cutting board that fits under the coun ter and that can be tucked away when it’s not in use. Freestanding shelves, which increase storage space, are another great option.



Food-Prep and Cooking-Zone Safety
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	Wipe down your food-prep and cooking areas when you’re done using them to help prevent food-borne illnesses.

	Keep your cooking zone clear; any type of clutter here can be a safety hazard.

	Use color-coded cutting boards for different types of foods to prevent cross-contamination: red for meats, for example, and green for vegetables.

	Stash a small fire extinguisher, a box of baking soda, or another form of fire retardant near the stove in case of flare-ups.








COUNTERTOPS (CONTINUED)

Create space for easy cleanups and keeping track of household goings-on

A cluttered sink area can give an otherwise orderly kitchen a veneer of disarray—and, worse, can be a breeding ground for mold and germs. Keeping your cleaning zone clear of unneeded things and preventing dirty dishes from piling up will make the washing-up process quicker and more efficient.

The Cleaning Zone
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	Store here supplies such as sponges, scrubbers, dish detergent, a drain stopper, and a dish drainer.

	Wash dishes (or load them into the dishwasher) as you prepare meals rather than waiting to clean up everything at the end. This initial cleanup can save time.

	After each meal, finish loading the dishwasher, and run it as soon as it’s full. If you wash by hand, get this task out of the way right after the meal.





Because it tends to gather water, food particles, and dirt, the counter area around your sink can be a challenge to keep clean. Make the process easier by decluttering this zone and stocking it with only the supplies you need for the tasks you do there.

Another common kitchen headache is the tendency for things like papers, keys, toys, and mail to wind up on the

Think Vertical
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	Put the vertical space in and around your sink to good use. Suction holders stick to most surfaces and keep sponges, scrubbers, and cleaning brushes at the ready.

	Invest in a sturdy, spacious dish drainer, which will let you clean up in large batches without having to hand-dry dishes. Wall-mounted dish drainers are great for small spaces.

	A wall-mounted shelf can hold soaps, sponges, and brushes, leaving your counters open.





counters, taking up valuable space and causing clutter. Creating a household management zone lets you keep the information and supplies you need close at hand without having to sacrifice food-prep or cooking space.

This zone is a place to collect and use the things that come into the kitchen but aren’t related to cooking or eating, as well as supplies you use for paying bills, scheduling, and other management tasks. Creating a designated spot for these things keeps them accessible and keeps counters clutter-free.

The Household Management Zone
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	This zone should have a spot for incoming mail, a place for important papers from school or work, and storage for small electronics like cell phones and PDAs.

	Set up an inbox for each family member to collect mail, schoolwork, and other papers. A simple cup or basket can hold basic office supplies. Use another basket or a recharging station for electronics.

	If you have the space, use a small desk in an out-of-theway spot for this zone.






GREEN LIGHT

Use different color sponges for different tasks, such as washing dishes and wiping down counters, to help pre vent the spread of germs. Also, get in the habit of replac ing or disinfecting all sponges on a regular basis: run them through the dishwasher or dampen them and put them in the microwave on high for two minutes.



A Wall-Based Management Zone
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	For smaller areas, create a household management zone on a wall. Upright file holders are great for inboxes. Other accessories include key hooks, pen holders, and small shelves.

	A family calendar and a bulletin board are useful additions. The calendar allows each family member to track important events, and the bulletin board is a handy spot to stick things like invitations and appointment reminders.

	An electronics recharging station can be an elegant way of corralling and charging small electronics.








CABINETS

Increase your kitchen’s efficiency and practicality by reconsidering how you use your cabinets

Overstuffed, hard-to-use cabinets are a common sight in many kitchens. Cabinets are generally the main storage space, but they’re often not used efficiently, which can make finding what you need a challenging prospect; in addition, cluttered cabinets increase the chances of unpleasant surprises—such as avalanches of stuff—when you open the doors.

Pots, Pans, and Lids
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	Keep pots and pans in a low cabinet close to the stove to make them easy to grab.

	Store flat cookware like frying pans vertically in an upright rack.

	Install a slide-out tray in the cabinet for easy access to pots and pans.

	Use a wooden peg rack or a rack mounted to the inside of a cabinet door to store lids.

	Place a layer of coffee filters or soft paper towels between nested pots and pans to prevent scuffs.





Spend some time clearing out your cabinets. Get rid of cookware you don’t use, as well as anything that’s warped, missing handles, or otherwise damaged beyond repair. Move anything that should be stored elsewhere—that is, whatever you don’t use in the kitchen but is taking up space in the cabinets, such as toys, laundry supplies, and papers.

Everyday Dishes and Glasses
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	The lower shelves of above-counter cabinets are a good choice for everyday dishes and glasses. Use shelf expanders to maximize space.

	When storing cups and glasses, line them up in rows, back to front.

	If the shelves in your cabinets are tall enough, install mug hooks and wineglass racks to the undersides to expand the space.

	To help protect dishes and glassware, use shelf liners, which are easy to measure, cut, and install.





Assign cabinet space based on how you use the surrounding areas. For example, store glasses near the sink and dishes near your food-prep zone. Another option is to store things together that you’ll use together—stash everyday cups with everyday plates and bowls, for example, so that setting the table at mealtime is a snap. Wherever you store them, make sure the things you use most frequently are the easiest to access.

Lightweight and Infrequently Used Items
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	Use higher cabinets to store items you use less frequently, such as extra dishes and specialty gadgets. Shelf expanders can help increase storage space and keep things orderly.

	Higher shelves aren’t ideal for storing things you need on a daily basis or for heavy items, which could fall and injure someone or break.

	Keep tabs on the things you stash up high by creating a list of what you have and where it’s stored. Post this inventory in an accessible spot, such as the inside of a cabinet door.






MAKE IT EASY

Ceiling- or wall-mounted pot and pan racks are an easy way to make the most of the space in your kitchen. Look for a rack that won’t get in your way, that’s large enough to store all of your cookware, and that’s sturdy enough to keep heavy pans safely stored.



Odd and Out-of-the-Way Cabinets
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	Earmark cabinets built into odd and hard-to-reach spots, such as above the fridge, for things you rarely need, like special occasion gadgets and holiday cookware.

	If you store small things in these cabinets, corral them into clear, sturdy plastic bins.

	Don’t use the cabinets above the fridge or stove to store things that are heat-sensitive, such as wine and spices; keep these in cooler spots.

	List anything you put in these cabinets on your storage inventory.








DRAWERS

Declutter, divide, and contain to regain control over your drawers

Kitchen drawers are the most headache-inducing spots in the room, crammed with utensils, gadgets, and unknown clutter. Disorganized drawers aren’t just annoying, though; they can also be dangerous (think knives on the loose) and can make everything you do in the kitchen less efficient.

To bring your drawers under control, start by emptying them out completely and getting rid of the things you no longer need or use. After you’ve purged, decide what goes back into each drawer based on what it’s near (the stove, the sink) and what you do there. Group things together by size, task, and/or frequency of use—all small gadgets together, for example, or all baking supplies.

Finally, use drawer dividers to contain things to keep them from scattering each time you open the drawer. (This works

The Basic Utensil Sorter
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	Use a utensil organizer to hold your everyday silverware in a drawer that’s easily accessible.

	Store special occasion flat-ware in a separate drawer near its coordinating china and serving ware. If your silver came in a padded box, keep it there to reduce wear and tarnishing.

	Most utensil organizers have small cubbies on the ends that are great for items that might otherwise roam free in your drawers, such as bottle stoppers, corkscrews, and church key can openers.





Custom Dividers
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	Another option for non-silverware utensils is custom dividers. These consist of strips of hard plastic and mounts that adhere to the front, back, or sides of the drawer.

	Measure the strips to the lengths you want, score them with a utility knife, and snap them apart. Then slide them into the mounts to keep them in place.

	Use strips of varying sizes within the same drawer to create larger or smaller compartments by simply changing the positions of the mounts.





particularly well for utensils.) Drawer dividers come in a variety of sizes and materials, including plastic, metal, and bamboo; many are adjustable, so you can use them in oddly sized drawers. Be sure to measure your drawers carefully before choosing organizers, and check to see that the ones you select have enough compartments for the things you want to store in them.

Modular Dividers
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	Another drawer option is to use modular dividers, which are separate small containers that can be mixed and matched to fit different spaces and hold various things.

	These dividers come in a variety of materials, including metal, plastic, and wood; some have rims that allow them to snap together.

	Once you have your modular organizers in place within the drawer, keep them there by sticking double-sided tape, museum wax, or Velcro on the bottom.






MAKE IT EASY

Keep your junk drawer from being an overwhelming jumble. Take everything out of the drawer, weed out whatever you haven’t used in the past year, and then group like items together. Use drawer organizers in fun shapes and colors to keep things together so that you can ? nd items when you need them.



In-Drawer Racks
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	In-drawer spice racks are like “stadium seating” for your jars and tins, making it easy for you to see your spices. Choose a drawer that’s close to your stove but not directly next to it, as high temperatures can cause spices to lose flavor.

	In-drawer knife blocks help keep knives stored safely and also help keep them sharp.

	Measure your drawers before buying a knife block to take into account the sizes of the knives you need to store.








UNDER THE SINK

Smart ways to keep this area organized and clutter-free, with space to stash essentials

The space under the kitchen sink can be a great area for storing cleaning supplies, trash and recycling, and other utilitarian things you need to keep your kitchen running smoothly. All too often, though, this area becomes a jumble of boxes, bottles, and forgotten gadgets. A cluttered under-sink space can cause wasted time (when you have to search for what you need) and money (when you find yourself buying multiples of things you know you have but can’t locate). It can also be a breeding ground for mold, mildew, and pests.

To avoid chaos under the sink, start by weeding the things you currently store there. Get rid of anything that doesn’t belong, that you have in excess (such as half-empty bottles of

Cleaning Supplies
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	The under-sink area is a good spot to store cleaning supplies such as spray cleaners, dishwashing soap, and extra sponges.

	A bucket with a handle, a plastic caddy with separate compartments, or a slide-out shelf is a good choice for holding supplies. Look for simple water- and rust-proof bins for fewer supplies.

	If you have pets or young children, install safety locks or latches on any cabinets you use to store cleaning supplies and other potentially hazardous materials.
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