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“You have to listen to that individual; what do they want from their lives? Not everyone needs to have the classic 1950s perfect little house, but they need help, they need that extra eye and they need someone who will listen to them.”—Excerpt from appearance on KCUR radio, The Walt Bodine Show, March 2008

When you look around your house, what do you see? And possibly more important, what do you want to see?

Think about that for a moment.

Our vision of how our home should look cannot be dictated by the sleek uncluttered homes we see depicted on magazine covers or in television shows. Instead, we must make our decisions on how we want our home to look and feel, according to our own needs and desires.

That said, we also can, and should, strive for a home in which we can easily find whatever we need. If you are not paying bills on time because you can’t find the paperwork or your checkbook, if you have a pantry filled to capacity yet can’t find that jar of pickles you bought yesterday, then you probably need a little more organizing in your life!

I’m going to explain to you how easy it is to lose yourself in clutter, what you can do to regain control of your possessions, and how you can live a more organized life.

I will be walking you through this process one step at a time. Whether you have hours to commit to organizing, or just a few minutes out of each day, I can help you get organized and stay that way.

My First Hoarding Client

It was the summer of 2008 when I stood in a client’s house and surveyed one of the worst cases of hoarding I had ever seen. Plastic milk crates filled with books and papers teetered their way to within inches of the ceiling. A hodgepodge of furniture groaning under the weight of papers and books filled the rooms. Pathways, narrow and winding, were the only access to a tiny spot in the living room, a small section of kitchen, and one of the bedrooms. I was told that the entire upstairs was filled with stuff and could not be navigated. I couldn’t imagine that it could be worse than the main level, but it most certainly was.

My client and her husband both suffered from OCD and both were hoarders. Even as I coaxed them to donate and trash items in the house in an effort to bring their clutter under control, packages would arrive daily, stacking up, unopened, anywhere they could find room.

This client’s hoarding tendencies had been building for a while, long before they reached out and asked for help. By the time they did, she was suffering from some rather serious health issues that were exacerbated by the intense level of clutter in her home.

Where do you start when faced with that level of clutter and mess?

The work is more complicated and time-consuming than a simple run-of-the-mill clutter situation, but you have to start somewhere.

You have to really understand something before you are able to teach it. I believe that it often helps if you are able to stand in someone else’s shoes and feel what they feel. Perhaps, because I had been organizing and breaking down the process step-by-step nearly my entire life, it came naturally for me to start an organizing business. After all, I had been organizing since I was young, by making a game out of that un-fun task of cleaning my room. Later, I came to love the look of my books, neatly arranged on my bookcase, alternately by author, title or size.

My Own Struggles

“There is a folder of digital pictures on my computer labeled Weeds. Weird, but true. We have a big yard and every time a weed pops up I want to pull it and my husband says it’s a flower. So we wait. It ends up being a weed; I take a picture of it and keep it in the folder so that next year we don’t have the same argument.”—Excerpt from a “Let’s Get Organized” class at the Christian Legacy Church Women’s Retreat—March 2008

I have mentioned in my classes that I am a bibliophile (a book lover) and it is true. When a problem comes up, I figure a book can fix it. One of my lifelong dreams was to have a home library, a special room filled with wall-to-wall books where I can sit and read. I love the feel of books, the texture of their pages beneath my fingers and even the smell of ink and paper. I got that wish in 2013 when we moved out of our small suburban house and into a sprawling Victorian with its own upstairs library.

When shopping, I tend to buy in multiples (shirts in each color offered, for example) and I dread running out of any particular grocery item (such as chicken or hamburger), that I use regularly. I purchase some items almost obsessively: nail clippers, lip balm, pens, even scissors. If the end of civilization came tomorrow, I would probably have enough lip balm to last me five years!

I had long suspected I was born with the collecting gene. I became certain of that fact one day as I stared at my filled-to-capacity bookshelves and embroidery floss collection (did I mention that I have every color and shade that DMC manufactures?). Perhaps one of the reasons that I enjoy working with compulsive hoarders so much is because I recognize the symptoms of OCD and compulsive hoarding in myself. I have found myself collecting, letting clutter build up on my desk or kitchen counters in years past. Inevitably I put my foot down and get back on track and clean up the mess. But I understand how painful it can be to let things go at first, and I feel my clients’ pain and empathize as I watch them struggle to let their possessions go. I see how difficult it can be for them to stay calm and focused during our organizing sessions.

I believe that with understanding comes empathy, and with empathy can come a resolve to make things better, any way we can. I believe, too, in each individual I work with—each of them has the capacity for infinite growth and change.  Often it sits quietly, waiting for the right key to unlock that potential—and that is where I come in.

A few years back I ran across some goal-defining exercises I had written in several different journals. The recurring themes were the same. I wanted to:


•  Write creatively (fiction and non-fiction)

•  Teach and share knowledge

•  Help others



I found that these dreams and goals dated back fifteen years or more. I realized, as I was preparing this book for publication, that I am finally living my dreams. By writing, teaching community education classes and occasionally working with organizing clients—I am actively engaged in speaking to my strengths.

That’s an important thing to do—speak to your strengths. Build and expand on your good habits, exploit your abilities and push yourself to do something more with your life each and every day. It will make you an effective person and eventually a very happy individual. Belief in ourselves, in our endless potential, is what makes us special. It also makes us stronger.

Client Confidentiality

Despite the prevalence of clutter in so many of our lives, it is often considered to be a sign of inadequacy or shame for many people. I don’t believe it is a sign of weakness or laziness or some personal lack in my clients—we all have times when life becomes overwhelming and clutter builds up.

However, I understand my clients’ needs for confidentiality and I have done my best to honor that need throughout this book. It is out of respect for each of the people I have worked with that all client names have been changed or removed to protect their privacy. However, their individual stories, and unique situations remain intact.

Are You Ready?

So are you? Are you really ready for a change? You see, it isn’t enough to say, “I need to change.” You have to really want change before it will happen. You also need to have the tools for change. This book provides that and more.

I have divided this book into five sections:


•  Section 1: Before We Begin Organizing

•  Section 2: Let’s Get Organized!

•  Section 3: Staying Organized

•  Section 4: Cleaning Tips

•  Section 5: Resources & Supplies Lists



I would advise that you give the book a once-through, beginning to end, and then focus on the area of your home you want to declutter first before trying out any of the cleaning tips listed in Section 4. I will show you how to prepare for organizing every area of your home. I will also take you room-by-room and give you tips on how each space is organized on an individual basis. Once you are organized, I will provide ideas for lifestyle changes, simple little alterations in your routine that will ensure you stay organized for months and years to come. The last section will guide you towards important resources that will help you along your organizing journey.

Please remember that becoming organized and staying that way, takes time and effort. But you can do it. If you are ready to change your life, and watch a good deal of the stress and frustration from the clutter in your life melt away, then read on.

Happy Organizing!

Section 1: Before We Begin Organizing
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How Did It Get This Bad?
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“If you have a pile of papers in your room your energy automatically dips because you know it needs attention...every time you walk into your home and there are things that need repairing, letters that need answering, junk that needs clearing, your energy can’t flow internally because of what is happening externally.”—Karen Kingston, Space Clearer  

So really, how did it get this bad?

Most of us find ourselves asking that very question at some point in our lives. Even the most organized, energetic and proactive person is going to have moments when life, with its accompanying lumps and bumps, stops them dead in their tracks. That dead stop that we find ourselves in might take days, months, even years to overcome. Meanwhile, the clutter grows and grows, invading our lives, silent and insidious.

But you will find that it is more than just life that contributes to clutter. Face it, we live in the good old United States of America, land of the freedom fries and home of the almighty consumer.

We the Consumer

To properly understand the level that consumerism has invaded even the most frugal American lifestyle, I urge you to look up The Story of Stuff. Just type “the story of stuff” into YouTube and you will find it. The presentation is around twenty minutes long and it addresses how we were quietly (and not so quietly) steered towards the level of out-of-control spending and debt that we currently find ourselves in.

We the people has become we the consumer and it is eating us alive through good money thrown away on the fad of the day and an overabundance of must haves that we don’t really need.

My clients don’t like to hear that they don’t need twenty pairs of black pants, fifteen silk dress shirts or fifty pairs of shoes. But when your closets are full to bursting, when you don’t even recognize a piece of clothing as yours (or can’t remember ever wearing it) and you see dust on your clothes and hangers because they haven’t been worn for so long, I’m the one who gets to break it to you—you have too much stuff.

Everywhere we look, the message is:

Buy me I’ll make you look fantastic, sexy and irresistible.

Buy me I’ll make you feel young again.

Buy me or don’t you want your children to have what you didn’t have?

Buy me I’ll take payments with a special introductory 0% interest for 90 days.

Buy me,

Buy me,

Buy me,

BUY ME!!!!

I find it especially ironic that we now have a huge industry that provides organizing solutions. See, first they convince you to buy and buy. Then when you run out of room, they sell you something to store it in! And in case all of those storage solutions don’t work out—why you can just get a storage space down the street and fill that up too!

There is even an industry devoted to organizing. There are books on how to get organized. You happen to be holding one right now. Then of course, there are professional organizers like me: I earn a living, helping people to get organized.

So here you are. Maybe your closet is a mess or maybe you haven’t seen parts of your floor in years. Take a long look around your house and answer me this...

Who Owns Who?

Your possessions should not own you. And when you get to that point [when] you look around and you realize ‘I’m adjusting my life around my possessions...I’m not inviting friends over, I’m not able to get into a room in my house...[then] it’s time for a change.”—Excerpt from appearance on KCUR radio—The Walt Bodine Show, March 2008

Having things is a sign of wealth in America. We have gotten so used to the idea of showing off our things, that we now buy things just to stack in corners. Decorative boxes with nothing in them, wall hangings, knickknacks, glassware in every color of the rainbow and on and on.

Every surface becomes littered with knickknacks, every closet has become stuffed and now we regularly rent storage space for the extra stuff we don’t have time to go through and yet, can’t bear to part with.


•  If you can’t see your furniture or open your closet doors...

•  If you can’t remember what is in your closet or what your furniture looks like...

•  If you have no idea what happened to your favorite [fill in the blank]...

•  If you are embarrassed to have people over...

•  If the idea of parting with your possessions induces mind-numbing panic...



Then your belongings may, in fact, own you.

I used to teach “Let’s Get Organized” classes to a wide variety of participants in the Greater Kansas City Metropolitan area. Everyone has different needs or objectives for being at the class, so before I dive into any tips and suggestions on organizing homes I ask my class participants to tell me a little about themselves. “What’s bothering you most about your home? What is the biggest issue or reason you are here today?”

Live Your Truth

I am so proud of those participants who introduce themselves at the beginning of class and say, “I’m a compulsive hoarder” or “my possessions own me.” I’m proud of them in part, because I understand how difficult it is for them to admit that reality to themselves and especially to others. Recognition or acceptance that there is a problem is half of the battle. I also believe it indicates that at some level, these individuals truly want their lives to change.

I’ve already said that you have to really want change in your life, for it to really stick. And even if you want it, you still have to work hard at it, sometimes very hard, for those changes to happen. I’ve seen clients who were pushed into hiring me by family members or friends. Usually there is little I can do for someone who doesn’t want to change. If they don’t see it as a problem, there will be little if any change in behavior. The person who knows and accepts there is a problem, is far more likely to be open to eradicating the clutter because they want their life to be different. And that is a beautiful thing to be a part of.

In case you have not heard of compulsive hoarding, or would like a better explanation of the condition, let me give you an overview:

OCD and Compulsive Hoarding

Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is a type of anxiety disorder. Anxiety disorder is the experience of prolonged, excessive worry about circumstances in one’s life. OCD is characterized by distressing repetitive thoughts, impulses, or images that are intense, frightening, absurd, or unusual. These thoughts are followed by ritualized actions that are usually bizarre and irrational. These ritual actions, known as compulsions, help reduce anxiety caused by the individual’s obsessive thoughts. Often described as the "disease of doubt," the sufferer usually knows the obsessive thoughts and compulsions are irrational but, on another level, fears they may be true.—http://www.reference.com

It is estimated that approximately 1% of the world’s population suffers from obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). Of that number approximately ¼ to 1/3 also have compulsive hoarding tendencies. Oddly enough, here in the United States, approximately 2.5% of the population suffers from OCD. Is there any link between our consumer mentality and compulsive hoarding? Perhaps, perhaps not. At present, there are no studies addressing that particular question.

So let me break down those figures into more manageable bites. I currently reside in an average-sized city in the Midwest - Kansas City, Missouri.

In 2017, the population of the Greater Kansas City Metropolitan area was approximately 2,340,000. If Kansas City follows the nation’s average, then at least 58,500 individuals in this area suffer from obsessive-compulsive disorder. OCD can manifest itself in a variety of ways—something as simple as repetitive hand-washing or an unusual inflexibility in deviating from certain daily rituals (see definition above). This also means that up to 17,500 people in the Greater Kansas City Metropolitan area alone, maybe more, could be compulsive hoarders.

Compulsive hoarding (or pathological hoarding) is extreme hoarding behavior in humans. It involves the collection and/or failure to discard large numbers of objects even when their storage causes significant clutter and impairment to basic living activities such as moving around the house, cooking, cleaning, showering or sleeping.—Wikipedia

We aren’t counting the near infinite number of cluttered kitchens or packed closets here—we are talking simply of the 17,500 individuals in one metropolitan area who suffer from a severe form of clutter!

According to several studies, those numbers could be even larger. Due to the shame and embarrassment that accompanies this situation, we find that many individuals never seek help and the clutter continues to build—often with fatal consequences.

It was so cluttered in a home that caught fire last night in Carlsbad, Calif., that firefighters couldn’t even get inside at first—and once they did, it was too late to save the elderly woman who lived there. – Newser, November 2014

And there was this news report from October 2007:

It took a 14-person chain of firefighters to pull 90-year-old Michael Halko out from under heaps of boxes, newspapers and trash in his Norton, Mass., home last week. According to neighbors, he was buried so deep rescuers could see only the top of his head. —Excerpt from 2006 news article

Thanks to recent profiles on compulsive hoarding by well-known personalities such as Oprah Winfrey, Hoarders, and other organizing shows found on HGTV, The Learning Channel and Oxygen—many people now have a basic idea about what compulsive hoarding is. But what do we know about the individuals?

I think it is important to know how people tick. Understanding how a person thinks, means that I can often approach them in an effective, non-threatening manner and get better results. For most compulsive hoarders, their reasoning for keeping clutter falls into one (or more) of these four categories:


•  Fear of loss of information (paperwork, emails, articles, magazines)

•  Sentimental (a matchbook from their favorite restaurant)

•  Just in Case—“I might need it someday!”

•  Aesthetic—Bottle caps, twists of paper, anything that catches their fancy


Fear of loss of information

This is a huge problem for nearly every client I have dealt with, and it is spreading as fast as our internet connections. As much as I love the wealth of information I can find on the internet, I have to wonder if too much information can be a bad thing! This is not limited to compulsive hoarders and I will address it (fear of loss of information) and how to deal with the stacks and stacks of paperwork, in a later section of this book.

Sentimental collecting

This can be everything from boxes of belongings from a departed loved one who has passed away, to an object with no intrinsic value that simply reminds us of a certain event or day. For example, I’ve had a plastic Tigger toy on my dresser for years.

I was working for Children’s Mercy Hospital and had to take my daughter to work one day to participate in a research study. While she was waiting, she made a crown and robe for the toy out of paper and taped it carefully onto Tigger. Over twenty years later, I still keep it. Now take that little Tigger and multiply it one-thousand-fold and you will begin to see the problem in sentimental collecting!

Just In Case

If I had a dollar for every item someone was keeping just in case I would be a millionaire! I see clients who keep clothing and shoes that they haven’t been able to fit into in years. I also see motors and parts to broken appliances that the clients no longer own, and innumerable storage containers of various shapes and sizes.

Yes, sometimes these items do come in handy, but at what cost to your health, stress levels and living space? The clients I meet can usually point out one or two examples to justify keeping rooms full of just in case items. And while they are right, they were able to find a use for one or two of the just in case items, a majority of them will never be used and are just wasting valuable real estate.

Aesthetic Collecting

I like to refer to particular form of collecting as the curse of the magpie. Anything shiny, colorful, unusual or of a particular texture may be kept. Like birds, compulsive hoarders will pick these items up, even actively look for them, and then drag them back to use to feather their nests. Of all the items that compulsive hoarders collect, these have the least intrinsic value and are also the hardest to part with.

In my work as a professional organizer I have found that most compulsive hoarders also show core fundamental traits. All of the compulsive hoarders I have worked with were:


•  Intelligent

•  Strong-Minded

•  Perfectionists



You may be questioning the idea of someone existing in almost unlivable clutter as being a perfectionist, but look at it this way. Usually, these individuals have trouble finding the perfect place for their possessions. So they place them in a temporary location until such time as the perfect place reveals itself. That perfect place never appears and soon there is so much clutter that closets (and entire rooms) are blocked and the items disappear beneath a mound of other belongings that don’t have a perfect home either.

So how did they get to where they are now?

Compulsive hoarders often have a trigger such as:


•  Illness (physical and/or mental)

•  Death or loss of friend/family member

•  Divorce

•  Trauma (such as car accident, assault, or even fighting in a war)
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[image: ]


“You aren’t the first professional organizer I’ve hired. I had one come here last year and she looked around and said, ‘What we need to do is back up a truck to the house and just start tossing this stuff.’ I never had her come back. This stuff isn’t trash!” – A compulsive hoarding client during an initial consult

The worst thing you can suggest to a hoarder is that their possessions are junk or that the clutter just needs to be hauled away. It offends them, at the very least, and puts them on the defensive. The mental image of losing all of their treasures can be absolutely terrifying. So if you have a friend or family member who fits the compulsive hoarding profile, consider changing your wording and your approach.

Just like non-hoarders, compulsive hoarders deserve the opportunity to have an oasis of calm in their home. They need help in learning to make
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