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  If you have a tendency to be messy and have already broken your New Year resolutions to be neater in future, it will certainly make you feel better about your natural
  inclinations . . . The authors of this book trawl the furthest reaches of psychology, management studies, biology and physics to show why a bit of disorder is good for you


  Economist


  The authors conclude that there is an ideal level of messiness that makes any system more robust and productive . . . I would say more on the subject but I seem to have
  lost my pen somewhere in the detritus towering above me


  Guardian


  A series of case studies challenging the conventional logic that businesses need good organisation


  Daily Express


  An entertaining and convincing attack on conventional wisdom. Read it and you need never again feel guilty about your untidy desk or non-existent lesson plan


  Times Educational Supplement magazine


  I hope this book becomes a bestseller. It is time that someone challenged the tautology that order is good, therefore it is good to have order. Mess equals possibility
  and I look forward to a long and profitable career as a professional disorganiser


  Sunday Times


  There is something seductive in this book on the hidden benefits of disorder . . . a strangely tempting vision


  Daily Telegraph Book of the Week


  It might just be the Small is Beautiful of the noughties


  Herald


  A messy desk is a far more efficient filing system than any number of labelled cabinets  it reflects the way peoples brains are organised and allows for
  serendipitous discovery through random connection


  Financial Times


  An engaging polemic against the neat-police who hold so much sway in our lives. For all too many people, neatness is a virtue in and of itself . . . the costs of being
  neat and well organised frequently outweigh the benefits . . . a godsend for anyone who has a cleanliness fanatic for a boss


  Wall Street Journal


  A meandering, engaging tour of beneficial mess and the systems and individuals reaping those benefits


  New York Times
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  Theres a spot on Broadway in Manhattan where two magazine stores used to sit across the street from each other. One of the stores featured
  neat racks of impeccably arranged magazines, any copy of which could be tracked by computer. At the other store, magazines were sometimes scattered about randomly, with Cosmopolitan
  snuggled up against Fortune; Real Simple alongside Jet; and Smithsonian elbowing Psychotronic. No wonder: Essam, the owner and manager of the messy store, had no
  computer inventory system to tell him what he sold or which magazines needed restocking. He and his assistant, Zak, operated from memory and straightened up as best they could during quiet periods
  and at the end of the day.


  Not surprisingly, the first store attracted more customers and did a brisker business, selling more magazines than Essams. Equally unsurprising, only one store remains in business today,
  the other having been shuttered by losses. But theres a strange punch line: Essams store is the one still flourishing. He didnt sell as many magazines as his former competitor,
  but he made more money. The simple reason is that he avoided some of the profit-devouring costs associated with the extra staff his competitor felt it needed to straighten up its
  racks, as well as the computerized inventory systems it needed to track magazines. Given that profit, not to mention survival, is a reasonable measuring stick of business effectiveness, its
  fair to say that any benefits the other store might have accrued by being neater and more organized were outweighed by their associated costs. In other words, one reason Essams store has
  been successful is because its messy.


  Its not all that hard to understand how Essam manages to profit, in a sense, from mess. Perhaps it doesnt even seem particularly remarkable once its pointed out. But suppose
  that this comparison of the magazine stores isnt merely an interesting curiosity. What if the costs of being neat and well organized often outweigh the benefits? What if being
  somewhat messy, in a broad sense, is a better deal?


  It sounds almost ridiculous to suggest that the world has been ignoring the fairly obvious concept that theres a cost to being neat and organized. Youd think that the first
  question people and organizations would ask themselves before embarking on an effort to straighten up and muster more order would be: will this be worth what it costs me in time and other
  resources? After all, the idea that organizing doesnt always pay off would have to come as stunning news to offices that have everything filed away neatly, schools with rigidly detailed
  curricula and standards, professionals who keep their days tightly scheduled, companies that obsessively spell out management and operational procedures, parents who are constantly fighting
  clutter, militaries that maintain rigid groupings, and city governments that generate volumes of codes.


  In fact, neatness and organization can exact a high price, and its widely unaccounted for. Or to put it another way, there are often significant cost savings to be had
  by tolerating a certain level of messiness and disorder. But this book is going to show that the disconnect is even more striking. Its not just that the advantages of being neat and
  organized are typically outweighed by the costs. As it turns out, the very advantages themselves are often illusory. Though it flies in the face of almost universally accepted wisdom, moderately
  disorganized people, institutions, and systems frequently turn out to be more efficient, more resilient, more creative, and in general more effective than highly organized ones. Just as the cost of
  neatness has been ignored, so have the potential benefits of achieving the right level and type of mess. While beneficial disorder may not be the rule, it isnt much of an exception,
  either.


  That messiness and disorder can be so useful wouldnt seem such a counterintuitive notion if it werent for the bias toward neatness programmed into most of us. Specifically, people
  tend to ignore the cost of neatness, discount the possibility that messiness cant always be excised no matter how hard its fought, and distrust the idea that mess can work better than
  neatness. Neatness for most of us has become an end in and of itself. When people are anxious about their messy homes and offices or their disorganized schedules, its often not because the
  messiness and disorder are causing problems, but because people simply assume they should be neater and more organized and feel bad that they arent.


  This notion that mess and disorder might be harmless or even beneficial shouldnt seem such a strange one. But almost every practical exploration of how we can improve our lives,
  businesses, and societies suggests ways to be either more ordered or differently ordered. Being disordered  and not just less centrally or hierarchically ordered  rarely comes up for
  consideration. Its time that we take an open-minded look at messiness in all aspects of our lives and institutions, and consider where it might best be celebrated rather
  than avoided.


  The pages ahead compose a representative tour of the under-appreciated side of the world of mess and disorder. Among the stops: the messiest house ever; a preschool where toy-smashing is
  welcome; a hardware shop and a bookstore that thrive on making it hard to find goods; the utterly disorganized life of Arnold Schwarzenegger; a hospital where patients throw pizza parties; the
  Beethoven symphony that is often played out of tune; the desk mess that led to a Nobel Prize; a restaurant that serves courses out of order; and the U.S. city whose messiness makes it kin to
  historic Paris. The point of the tour isnt to be comprehensive on the subject of mess and disorder. Hardly; any facet of the subject could easily fill volumes. Rather, the goal is simply to
  explore and highlight some important truths about disorder that have mostly been overlooked.


  You may find that the tour takes some unexpected turns. At least we hope you do.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  The Cost of Neatness


  


  
    If a cluttered desk is a sign of a cluttered mind, of what then, is an empty desk?


     ALBERT EINSTEIN

  


  


  


  


  


  Kathy Waddill is telling a standing-room-only house of several hundred rapt professionals, most of whom are taking notes on broad yellow lined pads sheathed in expensive- and
  complex-looking leather binders, about the deep client discomfort they should be prepared to confront when setting up a first visit over the phone.  Im the worst youve
  ever seen,  Waddill imitates, her voice husky with emotion before it breaks to a mortified whisper.  Im overwhelmed. Im so embarrassed. 


  After making the appointment, dont call the client later on to confirm it, she cautions her audience, her martial voice back, because he may weaken and cancel. Just show up. Pens flutter
  in the audience, and many grunt in recognition of past tactical errors. When youre with the client, she continues, youll be tempted to turn up the lights to get a good look, but
  resist the urge. Its often more useful and politic to turn the lights down or even off, to get a sense of how things really stand by contemplating them in the dark.


  To hear of the delicacy with which these clients must be approached, you might imagine they are cloistered sufferers of disfigurement, exotic neurological tics, or tawdry, addictive passions. But actually theyre just messy or at least believe themselves so. Waddill is a professional organizer, here in San Diego to address the annual conference of the
  National Association of Professional Organizers, or NAPO.


  An entire industry of sorts has sprung up, quickly picking up steam over the past decade, to nurture the notion that if only we were more organized with our possessions, time, and resources, we
  could be more content and successful, and our companies and institutions could be more effective. Take into account the hundreds of books, the vast array of home- and office-organizing aids, the
  classes and seminars, the software, the television shows, the magazines, and the organizational consultants that all purvey some variation on the theme of straightening up, rearranging, acquiring
  highly effective habits, planning your day/week/life, restructuring organizations, and rigidly standardizing processes, and its easy to see that neatness and order have become a
  multibillion-dollar business.


  NAPO is the pointy tip of the organizing spear  these are people, after all, who do nothing but organize  and represents a high-growth business in its own right. Founded in 1985
  with sixteen members, in 2005 NAPO boasted more than three thousand, up from fifteen hundred just eighteen months before. The conference has attracted 825 members, 275 of them for the first time.
  These figures and many more are effortlessly ticked off by NAPO president Barry Izsak, a pixieish fellow who blows into rooms at racewalking speeds and is given to dramatic rushes of speech
  sprinkled with sarcastic asides. Izsak is a studied role model for the highly organized. Eschewing the standard convention uniform of Hawaiian shirt and khakis in favor of a neat brown suit, when
  interviewed he takes notes on his own responses, offers a document containing precomposed answers to a range of anticipated questions, and, eyeing his interviewers flimsy,
  narrow, reporters notebook with a wince, urges a replacement from an array of more sophisticated writing tools he keeps on hand, including a laptop computer and the sort of handsomely
  encased broad yellow lined pad that apparently is to the professional organizer what a utility belt is to Batman. But Izsak, a former operator of a pet-sitting service, admits that like many
  professional organizers he must still constantly fight disorganized tendencies in himself  and almost immediately demonstrates this by discovering, after much shuffling through binders, that
  he has misplaced his notes for the keynote speech he is about to deliver.


  NAPO is not only getting larger, it is also growing in influence and cachet. Professional organizers used to migrate to the field disproportionately from the ranks of teachers, secretaries, and
  other relatively low-paying careers, notes Izsak. Now, he says, former lawyers and MBA-packing executives are as likely to be jumping in, with incomes for successful organizers climbing into six
  figures. But even if the average annual income for a NAPO member were only, say, $35,000, then NAPO organizers alone (not all organizers join) would be bringing in a combined $100 million a year.
  Their clients, of course, are spending much more than that to get organized, since a typical get-organized treatment involves purchasing a number of ancillary organizational products and sometimes
  requires a complete makeover of a room or section of a home or office, in some cases all the way through heavy construction. The magnitude of these sorts of outlays has not been lost on office- and
  home-product vendors such as Pendaflex, Smead, Rubbermaid, and Lillian Vernon, all of which are paying sponsors of the NAPO conference. NAPO has also been able to gain significant attention for Get
  Organized Month (January), a recent upgrade of its successful Get Organized Week.


  The NAPO conference is not what an outsider might expect. Most of the lectures, panels, and shoptalk arent about organizing per se but, rather, about the marketing of
  organizing skills. The problem, it seems, is not that there arent enough people in need of organizing. Quite the contrary. As one conference panelist puts it, Way more people need our
  help than there are organizers on the planet to help them. Still, there are real challenges, including getting on potential clients radar screens and convincing them to fork over
  anywhere from $200 for a bare-bones assessment up to thousands of dollars for a thorough organizational working over. But perhaps the biggest obstacle to signing clients  one
  that comes up prominently in almost all the conference speakers spiels  is the deep shame that people feel over what they regard as their messy, disorganized homes, offices, and
  lives. That is, people are too ashamed to even let professional organizers know how big their disorganization problems are.


  Fortunately, theres plenty of advice at the conference for getting the messy to suck it up and summon the professional help they desperately need. One panelist advises organizers to point
  out that not only is the potential clients future happiness and success on the line, but so are those of her children, who after all will take their parents organizational habits, or
  lack thereof, as a model. Another warns organizers against turning up their noses at seemingly limited cries for help, such as the ever-popular I want to reclaim my dining room table.
  When the organizer gets to the house and surveys the mess on the table, he will easily be able to link it to systemic problems that will require a larger organizing effort, inevitably including the
  coveted assignment of straightening out the garage.


  The names that organizers give to their companies, speeches, and services  Chaos to Calm, Oh, So Organized!, Realizing Dreams
  through Organization and Productivity, and so forth  suggest the transformative, if not the miraculous. We change peoples lives, says Izsak. You can write
  that down. But when it comes to the question of how organizers are actually supposed to go about effecting these changes, the drill tends to be surprisingly simplistic. Successful organizers
  all seem to operate on catchy variations of what boils down to this very basic advice: Throw out and give away a bunch of stuff. Put the rest on shelves. Set up a tightly scheduled calendar.
  Repeat. Many organizers freely admit there isnt much more to organizing than that. Waddill, a big draw at the conference with her brash, intimate stage presence, featuring sarcastic mimicry
  of hapless clients, makes a sort of comedy routine of it. The client has boxes piled up against the wall, she tells the audience, and I say, A shelving unit gives you
  the same pile, but you can pull any box out when you need it. They say, Oh, wow! I say, Maybe theres so much paper on the floor because you dont have a
  wastepaper basket in here. They think Im the smartest person in the world. Sometimes it feels like shooting fish in a barrel. But thats why we get the big bucks. The
  audience laughs and nods enthusiastically, and the last two lines, delivered as a sly, conspiratorial stage whisper, leave Waddill awash in seismic ovation.


  Clients seem to eat it up, too  enough to support some forty specialties within professional organizing. There are organizers at the conference who focus on organizing homes, others on
  offices, and some on organizing relationships. (As one organizer puts it, People can be clutter, too.) There are Christian organizers here, organizers of the chronically
  disorganized (more on this later, but dont worry  you probably dont qualify), and a few who bill themselves as organizing all aspects of life. One
  organizer presents a long talk on the ins and outs of disposing of old documents. (Dont flush them down a toilet where city workers might identify them; dont use
  them as lining for pet cages; and dont burn them in the sink  though an outdoor bonfire can be cathartic, as long as you poke through the ashes to make sure there are no big pieces
  left.) Linda Rothschild, an organizer to the rich and famous, is said to be routinely summoned to the estates of the likes of Julia Roberts. Rothschild looks the part, bringing a dash of hipness
  and glamour to a conference where they are in short supply. She was born to organize, she explains. By the time she was eight, she had cross-indexed her collection of 45 RPM records. I get
  more done between 5:30 a.m. and 8:30 a.m. than most people get done in the whole day, she says, conceding that not having children helps in that regard. We organizers are a group of
  recovering perfectionists, she adds.


  Not easily found at the conference, though, is an answer to the basic question: whats the evidence that being neat and organized is worth the trouble? Not once, in dozens of
  conversations, speeches, and panel appearances, does an organizer broach the subject of costs versus benefits.


  A few scattered comments vaguely address the benefits side. One organizer, for example, shares with her audience the goal she dangles in front of potential clients who are considering
  reorganizing their kitchen. You should be able to cook a meal from one spot, without having to move around the kitchen a lot, she says. (Just think of the calories youll avoid
  burning.) Several organizers pronounce that the average person spends an hour a day looking for things. But no one seems to know where this figure came from. The claim does, however, appear in many
  variations in organizers brochures and Web sites  executives spend an hour a day looking for papers in their office; parents spend an hour a day looking for items in the home; and so
  on. One organizer specializing in time management promises to reduce time-wasting problems like perfectionism  all you have to do is take his four-week course on time
  management.


  Something a little more substantive comes from the ebullient Sharon Mann, who is not a professional organizer but rather a sort of spokesperson for Pendaflex, here at the conference to captain
  the filing-system companys exhibit booth. Sharon has achieved minor celebrity in the world of office organization by fronting the hundred-thousand-member I Hate Filing Club on
  the companys Web site. The site claims that eight minutes of organizing activity per day returns eight hours of time savings per month. Once you get past the somewhat transparent device of
  mixing per-day and per-month time frames, you end up with the less-impressive-sounding claim that you need to spend three hours per month to get back eight hours per month. Here are some of the
  ways the Web site advises investing those three hours:


  


  
    
      1. Use colored labels on your files, and cut filing time in half.


      2. Given that there are thirty-seven hours of unfinished work on the average desk at any one time, buy filing solution products and get the work off your
      desk.


      3. Buy a quality label maker like Dymos LabelWriter 330 Turbo to print your file labels, because 72 percent of people who print file labels end up wasting time wrestling
      with jammed or stuck labels in printers.


      Lets take these in order:


      
        
          1. Because whatever information a colored label might convey could also be conveyed with a word, the most time that a colored label could save you
          is whatever time you save by glancing at a color rather than reading a word, perhaps a half second for very slow readers. If you spend three hours a day filing, then saving a half second
          per label examined will save you one and a half hours, or half your time, only if you examine the labels of 10,800 files in those three hours  in other words, if you spend just about
          all your time examining file labels. One could imagine unusual situations where a color scheme might save several minutes at a shot, as, for example, if there were a need to find the only
          green-coded file in a vast sea of red-coded files, or if the entire population of yellow-coded files had to be pulled. But since most filing work involves not just looking at file labels
          but examining the contents of files, doing things with the contents of files, walking to and from filing cabinets, and creating new files, the time saved with colored labels will be just a
          tiny portion of the total filing work. This will come as a relief to the roughly 8 percent of people who are color blind.


          2. This advice seems meant to imply that you have saved yourself thirty-seven hours of work by clearing your desk. But if you have thirty-seven hours of unfinished work,
          and the work then gets filed, dont you end up with thirty-seven hours of unfinished work that is now hidden away in files instead of at hand on your desk? Plus, youve spent a
          chunk of time filing it, not to mention the time spent purchasing filing-solution products.


          3. Other research indicates that 0 percent of people who dont bother printing labels for their files spend a single minute wrestling with
          jammed or stuck file labels.

        

      

    

  


  Izsak says he can prove organizing pays off with a little demonstration he likes to throw into his presentations. In this demonstration he takes two decks of cards, one
  shuffled and one ordered by suit and rank, and gives each to a different person. He then calls out the names of four cards and has the two deck-holders race to find the cards. Naturally, the person
  with the ordered deck always wins handily.


  But who puts the neat deck in order? A little experimenting with people of modest card dexterity shows that on average it takes 140 seconds to order a deck, plus another 16 seconds to find four
  cards in the ordered deck for a total of 156 seconds; it takes about 35 seconds to find four cards in an unsorted deck. One could argue that you only have to order the deck once, and then you can
  find cards more quickly many times. But in that case, you also need to account for the time it takes to replace the four cards in an ordered deck, about 16 seconds  with cards, as with most
  things in life, it requires repeated effort to maintain order  compared to the fraction of a second it takes to stick four cards anywhere in an unordered deck. Thus, with a preordered deck,
  it takes 32 seconds to find and replace four cards, versus 36 seconds with a shuffled deck, giving the preordered deck a 4-second advantage. But since it requires 140 seconds to order the deck,
  taking that trouble wouldnt pay off unless you need to repeat the task at least thirty-five times, and youre meticulous about maintaining the decks order between each attempt.
  In real life, decks tend to get shuffled sooner or later, requiring 140 seconds each time to restore order.


  Indeed, organizers freely admit that ongoing maintenance is critical to being organized, and many concede that most clients they organize fail to stick with the program and
  lapse back into disorder. But thats okay  you just need to have the organizer come back every so often to get back on track. Rothschild tells of one client who had her come to her
  home twice a month for six years before Rothschild finally suggested that the relationship wasnt working out.


  When asked how they determine whether a potential client is likely to get more out of organizing than she puts into it, professional organizers at the conference respond that they dont
  make that determination; they just provide clients with whatever help theyre looking for. Aside from the fact that this answer leaves unexplained the need for all those deft marketing
  techniques aimed at hesitant clients, it seems surprising that professional organizers have no more rules about when its appropriate to provide their services than do tattoo artists. Fewer
  rules, actually, since organizers happily work with children  some even specialize in it.


  Perhaps this is why so many panelists and speakers at the conference address the apparently widespread problem of professional organizers harboring doubts about their value. You yourself
  have to believe youre worth the price, one organizer says to a crowd, winning loud and grateful applause.


  Mess Stress


  Considering how little evidence the pros lay out to support the claim that being organized is worth the effort, the world seems to put a lot of energy into fretting about being
  messy. The determination to get more organized routinely shows up in lists of popular New Years resolutions  NAPO didnt randomly pick January as Get
  Organized Month  suggesting that for many people, being more orderly feels nearly as important as getting healthy, having a satisfying career, being financially sound, and maintaining
  rewarding relationships.


  Theres plenty of anecdotal information to suggest that most people worry about neatness and organization. They feel they are too disorganized and messy, or seem so to significant others,
  or that their workplaces are dysfunctional with excessive messiness or disorderliness. Many of the people interviewed for this book have powerful childhood memories related to neatness or
  messiness. Among the most common: fear related to a parents anger at the disturbing of a museum-like living room; contentment in being surrounded by a sea of toys; enchantment at the jammed,
  disorganized, mysterious trove in an attic or basement. (And thats not even going into the thicket of associations with toilet training and table manners.) You might think theres a
  clue there as to how to create a child-friendly home, but the holders of these memories, now parents themselves, confess to struggling to keep their homes pristine and their childrens toys
  sorted and shelved, and are frustrated and anxious when they inevitably fall short. Meanwhile, coming home from workplaces closely defined by rules, processes, and hierarchies at which they
  bristle, they are annoyed at their childrens failure to behave predictably.


  The unpleasant feeling that each of us should be more organized, better organized, or differently organized seems nearly ubiquitous. And when people brush up against someone elses style
  of neatness and organization, they become irritated at even small mismatches, casting themselves as Oscar Madisons and Felix Ungers. Or even as Charles Mansons: A man in Neenah, Wisconsin, was so
  upset over his fourteen-year-old sons failure to keep the house neat that he shot the boy, paralyzing him from the neck down. And a twelve-year-old girl in New York City
  fatally stabbed her mother during an argument over the girls messy bedroom.


  But this is all anecdotal observation. There isnt much research out there to show whether concerns about mess and disorganization are really running roughshod over our psyches. So a
  survey of 260 people was conducted for this book. (It wasnt formally randomized but included a fairly broad cross section of Americans.) According to the results, fully two-thirds of the
  respondents feel guilt or shame about their messiness or disorderliness. And no wonder: 59 percent say they think somewhat less or the worst of someone who is messy and
  disorganized, while 70 percent think more of someone who is neat and organized. Seventy-nine percent say they would be more satisfied with their lives outside work if they were neater and more
  organized, and 60 percent say they feel pressure to keep their space at work neat. Two-thirds believe they would be more successful if they were neater and more organized. Eighty-eight percent
  think their employers would benefit from being more organized or differently organized. Could their organizations benefit even just a little from being less organized? Ninety-three percent
  didnt see it. Interestingly, though, few appear to be losing the infamous hour a day, at work or at home, locating items. Respondents reported spending an average of just under nine minutes
  at work and just over nine minutes at home looking for things.


  Following is a sampling of comments from the survey and from interviews:


  


  
    
      I have a good friend who is very, very organized and neat. . . . Although I generally consider myself fairly neat and clean, I find that I now
      compare myself to her. And I do not come out looking so good in the comparison.


      [My boss] suggested to me that I should clean up my desk. When I told him I was able to find what I needed very quickly he responded, It doesnt make it
      right. 


      I wanted to change from having a life full of stress and unhappiness due to the continual mess in my mind and in my surroundings.


      I used to spend an hour each day planning out my day on an Excel spreadsheet until my boss told me I was spending too much time on it.


      Im so jealous of a friend of mine. She is incredibly organized, and she has three very young children. When I go over to her house, there is no sign of toys or
      mess. . . . It kills me!

    

  


  Help Me, Oprah


  Professional organizers may tap into the thick vein of mess stress, but they dont create it. They dont need to. The message that were not orderly enough is
  all around us. It has become a staple of television news, newsmagazines, and talk shows, from Oprah  who has outed unsuspecting people as messy in front of millions of viewers  to
  Today, which has had guests advise viewers on systematizing your spousal relationship. There are two television series devoted entirely to the restoration of order in the
  bedrooms, dens, garages, and, consequently, lives of families whose home disorder has become overwhelming. And other shows seek to do much the same for parent-child relationships. Being neat and
  organized, after all, isnt just about getting rid of physical mess, its about being systematic and consistent, following a scheme, and imposing the right
  processes, whether filing papers at the office or dealing with loved ones. There are chains of stores that sell only organizational aids  the Container Stores annual sales have almost
  doubled over the past four years to nearly a half-billion dollars  and magazines that exist largely to promote an ideal of order in the home. (Sample advice from Real Simple: Assign
  each member of your family a towel color.)


  Businesses and other institutions, of course, are supposed to be epicenters of order  its not a coincidence that we call them organizations. But by their own reckoning, a
  significant percentage of them are never quite organized enough or are misorganized  or so we might assume when trying to make sense of the fact that, according to Stanford University
  professor Robert Sutton, U.S. businesses spend more than $45 billion each year on management consultants.


  Given all the time, energy, money, and more that we spend combating mess and disorder  and the deep, widespread anxieties that motivate the spending  youd think wed
  be pretty clear on the benefits of pursuing neatness. Surely proof that we live better lives and enjoy more successful careers via tighter schedules, tidier homes, more rigid routines, and better
  filing systems, and that organizations and societies thrive by battling mess or disorder wherever it pops up must be laid out for us somewhere.


  The notion is so deeply ingrained that questioning it seems absurd. Its not just the media bombardment or the presence of vast industries ready to fix our messiness and
  disorganization. Weve heard it from our parents since infancy, its echoed by teachers, and its continually reinforced by our peers, bosses, and spouses.
  When we see ourselves as failing in some way, were quick to blame poor organization. Our belief in the benefits of orderliness is as entrenched as the notion of the healthfulness of
  high-carbohydrate diets once was.


  Its just common sense, isnt it? After all, the following statements would surely strike most people as unprovocative:


  


  
    
      Neatness and organization enable us to function more efficiently and in general more effectively.


      Neatness and organization simplify and structure the world in useful ways.


      Neatness and organization reduce mistakes and oversights, and usefully filter out the randomness of the world around us.


      Neatness and organization are aesthetically pleasing and relaxing.

    

  


  Its not hard to think of scenarios where these statements seem true. But what if we could come up with common situations where they were clearly not true? Can the case
  be made that, in many situations, chasing after neatness and organization is largely pointless?


  What Is Mess?


  Lets take a moment to discuss what we mean by mess. (In chapter 3 well spell out in more detail what we regard as the basic types of mess, but even a
  vague, simplified definition will do fine until then.) One could have a lengthy technical discussion about the definition and nature of mess, but most people have a pretty good
  idea of what mess is on an intuitive level. Roughly speaking, a system is messy if its elements are scattered, mixed up, or varied due to some measure of randomness, or if for all practical
  purposes it appears random from someones point of view. Thats right: mess is often in the eye of the beholder. For example, if a person arranges a CD collection from most favorite to
  least favorite, a visitor looking over the collection might well have trouble seeing much rhyme or reason to the order and thus could reasonably regard the collection as a mess.


  Almost any system can be messy. Mess is not only physical clutter, such as papers or clothes strewn about a room, or superficial disorganization, such as a desk surface covered by teetering
  piles of papers. A variety of systems can be disordered in many different ways. Thus, a schedule can be messy; traffic can be messy; art can be messy; an organizational chart can be messy;
  relationships can be messy; a process can be messy; thought can be messy; and so on.


  An important distinction: mess, at least in this book, has little to do with chaos theory, complexity theory, networking, emergent behavior, self-organizing systems, distributed management, or
  any of the anti-centralized-control theories that have been popularized for more than a decade. Chaos and complexity theories focus on finding the hidden order in systems that might appear to be
  unpredictable or otherwise driven by random forces, or in showing how systems that look quite ordered can eventually evolve into something that looks quite messy. Although there can be some overlap
  between these theories and the sorts of messy entities considered in these pages, the difference in emphasis is significant. Chaos and complexity theorists are interested in trying to determine how
  an apparent mess can exhibit deeply hidden order, or how an ordered system can be characterized by deeply hidden mess. We want to examine mess for what it is  a lack of
  order. Thus, chaos theorists might work hard to show how Plutos very neat-looking orbit is in fact chaotic and will eventually change dramatically, but to us its simply a neat orbit.
  Complexity theorists might study how a swarm of ants running off in all different directions is in fact driven by a set of precise rules, but to us its a messy swarm of ants. Were
  basically only interested in accepting mess as plain old mess and then taking a look at what the significance of the mess might be to people and organizations. (Well also take a look at the
  science of mess, where mess can simply be defined as more or less pure randomness, which again clearly distinguishes it from the domains of chaos and complexity theory, where pure randomness is
  generally unwelcome.)


  Unfortunately, the technical term chaos, as used by scientists, is now, thanks to a legion of chaos-science popularizers, routinely confused with the everyday word chaos, which
  can otherwise be a reasonable synonym for plain old mess. Its a little irksome that chaos theorists misnamed their work on hidden order with a word that means an absence of order.
  But it is done, and so well avoid the word chaos in this book.


  Flattening organizational structures or distributing control or replacing hierarchies with networks isnt getting at what we mean by mess, either. (If youre not familiar
  with any of these concepts, thats fine, because we wont deal with them in any important way in this book, and you can safely skip this paragraph.) Again, theres a bit of
  overlap, but the fact is that flattening, distributing, or networking doesnt necessarily make a system messier, disordered, or less organized. In fact, any of these can lead to a nightmare
  of overorganization, as many companies discovered in the 1990s. As a simple example, consider an office where there are eight levels of management but where every manager tends
  to give his subordinates a huge amount of freedom to do almost whatever they want, and then compare it to an office where everyone is on the same single level of management, but before someone can
  undertake a task she must gain approval from the group. The former may be more hierarchical, but in most meaningful ways its likely to be more disorganized. A gaggle of geese can remain in a
  formation without any centralized command, but the gaggle still isnt a mess, because each goose follows a rigid set of rules that keep the gaggle neatly ordered. The business management
  consultant and author Tom Peters has often exhorted managers to thrive on chaos, liberation, and disorganization but couches his advice in terms of highly specified networked
  structures that in the end are another form of order, even if its one thats more mess friendly. For us, the question isnt so much one of how control is
  distributed but, rather, of how much order is in the system in any form.


  Being messy and disordered and disorganized, as we mean it, is just what you probably think it is: scattering things, mixing things around, letting things pile up, doing things out of order,
  being inconsistent, winging it. You get the idea.


  Finally, a word on entropy. Entropy is a fundamental concept in physics, roughly corresponding to a measure of a systems disorder. When people refer to entropy, it is usually in the
  context of the law of nature that states, in short, and again speaking roughly, that any system left to itself will probably, over time, become more disordered rather than more ordered. Or to put
  it another way, it takes extra effort to neaten up a system; things generally dont neaten themselves. This concept is actually important to us  its another way of expressing
  the concept of the cost of neatness  but we feel no need to put that or anything else we have to say in this book in the more technical language of entropy. In fact,
  wed really like to avoid it, because the various efforts to popularize the concept of entropy and apply it nonscientifically to the world around us have done so in the context of assuming
  that an increase in entropy  that is, mess  is a bad thing. And as youve probably noticed, we have a slightly different take on the matter.
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  A Mess Sampler


  

  

  

  

  Desks


  Industrial psychologist Andrew DuBrin at the Rochester Institute of Technology has noted, Whenever you see a photo of a powerful person, the person always has a clean
  work area. Hes right, of course. A Fortune 500 CEO or a U.S. senator posing in front of a desk surface obliterated by heaps of paper would risk being judged ineffective and
  undisciplined. If nothing else, the failure to keep a neat desk suggests vague, non-leadership-compatible issues of character, in much the same way that divorce did until about the 1970s.


  To be sure, CEOs and senators usually have assistants to help them keep their desks clear. But in the worlds of business and government, at least, its not just people at the top who might
  feel pressured to maintain tidy desks. Organizational policy, written or unwritten, tends to be unfriendly to the cluttered desk. General Motors and United Parcel Service are among the many U.S.
  companies with formal clean desk policies; the New York Times is among those without one, but that wasnt much comfort to staffers said to have been frostily instructed
  by former executive editor Howell Raines on the proper technique for stacking books on their desks. (Horizontally, in his opinion.) Some organizations go ahead and proudly spell
  out policies on their Web sites in black-and-white so the public can appreciate the pride employees take in being told what to do with their desktops. The following is excerpted from the
  code of business conduct, posted on the Web by Iowa-based bank First Federal Bankshares:


  
    
      Work areas should be kept neat and orderly. The Company must always look its best. Just as we are judged by our personal appearance, so is the Company. Good housekeeping
      makes it easier to organize your work, prevents loss of items, and provides a professional appearance. Excessive display of personal items is unprofessional. Supervisors and managers are
      expected to maintain a professional appearance in their departments and areas, and they may request that you remove items if they detract from a professional appearance. In addition, they may
      require you to clean or straighten your work area.

    

  


  And these sorts of policies, whether formal or not, arent always just gentle suggestions. Theres no way of knowing how many times messy desks have played a role
  in hampering careers. But some institutions are explicit about the price of messiness. Bradford, Pennsylvania, fired its police chief for not having a neat desk. Australias postal service
  demoted an employee and fined her US$2,300 for refusing to remove from her desk a photograph of herself with friends  her fourth personal item, one more than the agency allows.


  Fortunately for the world, Albert Einstein did not work for UPS or the city of Bradford. Einsteins desk at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey,
  was maintained, by all personal and photographic accounts, in stupendous disarray. (Einstein makes a good role model here not simply because he is so widely accepted as having been highly effective
  at his job, but also because, as well soon see, Einstein might be regarded as a sort of godfather of the science of useful mess.)


  In general, if one looks at organizations where people tend not to have neat-freak managers breathing down their necks  in other words, where they have a choice in the matter 
  people tend to have messy desks. Our survey backs this up, as do professional organizers. In particular, academia is an unrestrained haven of the messy work space, so much so that faculty at
  colleges and universities often behave as if theyve been told their reputation will grow in direct proportion to the height of the piles on and around their desks. One Columbia University
  professors office has gradually become so densely packed with towers of papers and books that the school finally assigned him a second office so that students could meet with him in relative
  comfort and safety. When Nobel laureate and University of Chicago economics professor Robert Fogel found his desk becoming massively piled, he simply installed a second desk behind him that now
  competes in towering clutter with the first. His colleague at the school, chemist Stephen Berry, a recipient of a MacArthur genius grant award, works among a landscape of
  eighteen-inch-high piles that have harbored individual documents for as long as two decades.


  Well, perhaps messy desks are the stuff of cranky genius. Maybe these folks would have been even more productive if they had followed conventional get-organized wisdom and sought out the
  promised time-saving efficiency and functionality of neat desks. Except when people study working efficiency  as did, for example, husband-and-wife Microsoft senior
  researchers Abigail Sellen and Richard Harper, authors of The Myth of the Paperless Office  they tend to find that messy desks can offer extremely functional environments. Academic
  types defending the practices of academic types? Actually, it doesnt take a genius to figure out why it makes perfect sense to keep a messy desk.


  First, theres the cost of maintaining a neat desk. To keep a desk surface free of papers, except perhaps for small in and out piles, you have to get most
  incoming documents either filed away, thrown out, or handed off to someone else. (Lets assume youre not just shuffling them off into other piles on your floor or in your closet, since
  that would hardly be getting organized.) You can stick them into files in a filing cabinet, which would look pretty neat. But it takes time to read through and appropriately file each document if
  you want to be able to access it when you need it and if you want to be able to keep track of which documents are associated with what incomplete tasks and what sorts of deadlines.


  In addition, youll spend time each day searching through files, struggling in some cases to figure out where you filed a document and which documents need immediate attention.
  (Well be talking later on about the difficulties that filing systems can cause in retrieving documents, but heres a quick example: if you have a higher-priority item and a
  lower-priority item relating to, say, the same client, should you file them together in a single client folder or separately in more-urgent and less-urgent folders?) If and when you find the right
  documents, youll pull them out and shuffle them back onto your desk so you can work with them and then later will refile them. How much time you spend on your filing and retrieving each day
  will vary wildly with work complexity and the volume and types of documents you receive, but whatever it amounts to, its time youll be taking away from your real
  work.


  Or you could follow the advice of many professional organizers and adhere to a one-touch policy for documents: whatever task is associated with the document, do it right away, so
  you can file it and forget it, chuck it, or pass it along. It certainly sounds like a good idea to go ahead and get the work done as it comes in, since you have to get it done sooner or later
  anyway. Except, of course, that you really dont have to get all the work that comes to your desk done; a lot of it will eventually prove safely ignorable. Whats more, some of it will
  be of much higher priority than the rest. But under a strict one-touch system, youll find yourself spending time dealing with office-supply forms and seminar flyers, even when that
  career-making-or-breaking report to the managers is due in three days. Of course, you dont necessarily have to be rigid about the one-touch system. Surely its no problem if you take
  some of the less-important documents and place them at a corner of your desk until the report is done. And even though that other document is pretty important, you dont have to deal with it
  right this second and interrupt your thoughts, so you just slide it over there and . . . uh-oh.


  A messy desk can be a highly effective prioritizing and accessing system. People with messy desks enlist any number of different strategies, often unconsciously, for keeping the work they need
  at hand. In general, on a messy desk, the more important, more urgent work tends to stay close by and near the top of the clutter, while the safely ignorable stuff tends to get buried at the bottom
  or near the back, which makes perfect sense. And yes, youll spend a certain amount of time rooting through the piles to find documents. This is where professional
  organizers claim youll lose anywhere from an hour a week to an hour a day. But, in fact, as long as the mess is kept to a reasonable level, youll probably do better time-wise than you
  would with a neat desk. First of all, the documents you most need will tend to be at hand anyway. According to our survey, people who said they keep a very neat desk spend an average
  of 36 percent more time looking for things at work than people who said they keep a fairly messy desk. And that figure doesnt take into account how much additional
  time those with neat desks spend sorting and filing, or processing low-priority documents, in order to keep their desks so neat.


  The various piles on a messy desk can represent a surprisingly sophisticated informal filing system that offers far more efficiency and flexibility than a filing cabinet could possibly provide.
  Messy desk owners typically, for example, have separate piles for urgent, less-urgent, and nonurgent documents. Within any one of those piles, you could keep together documents relating to, say,
  the same client. If you want to draw special attention to a document within the pile, you can displace it or turn it so it sticks out. If a document could reasonably go into either of two piles,
  you can place it so it straddles both piles. If you have to find a document, you can track it down not only by urgency and client but also by how long its been since you last saw the
  document and by what other documents came in around the same time, since the older, less-handled stuff is likely to be together closer to the bottom. If you keep a messy desk, some of these
  strategies probably sound familiar, though you may never have thought about the method to your clutter. And, as Sellen and Harper have pointed out, thats one of the great characteristics of
  a messy desk: it will tend to naturally reflect the way you think and work. Thought and work are unpredictable, varying, and ambiguous. Theyre messy. Why shouldnt
  your desk be messy, too?


  And a few more advantages. How many times have you waded through a pile of papers on your desk to look for a particular document only to stumble on a different one, which inspires you to
  accomplish an even more important task than the one you had originally intended  a task you would never have gotten to if you had filed that document safely away in a drawer? Even more
  satisfying can be the experience of coming across something in a pile that rings a bell with regard to something else you saw on your desk a few minutes ago, or in the previous days
  rummaging, facilitating a useful connection.


  Thats what happened to Leon Heppel, a biomolecular researcher at the National Institutes of Health in the 1950s. Heppel was notorious among his fellow researchers for the clutter on his
  desk, which he would occasionally cover with a sheet of brown butcher paper so he would have a clean surface on which to deposit a new layer of clutter. One day, he came across a letter sent to him
  by researcher Earl Sutherland, describing Sutherlands recent work with an unusual biomolecule and its effect on cells. Later, digging through wrapper levels, Heppel came across a letter that
  had been sent to him earlier on by the researcher David Lipkin, in
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