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I wrote this book as a friend. My intention is to encourage you each step of the way in your organizing journey. This book is for those who want to be organized, and for those who want to be more organized.
Everyone I know and have worked with wants to be organized. When people don't live up to what they think “being organized” means, they can become discouraged and depressed. Being organized means something different to everyone. There is no right or wrong way to be organized. What counts is that it works for you.
People I work with often feel embarrassed because their homes and offices are cluttered and disorganized. But, you know, it is nothing to feel embarrassed or bad about! Being organized is a skill that can be learned. No one is disorganized because they want to be. Many people have busy schedules and can feel overwhelmed by all there is to do, constantly being bombarded with different projects, errands, and “to do” lists. I have never met anyone who needs help organizing because they are lazy.
Go Organize! helps you conquer clutter in three simple steps. In it, I will guide you through the entire organizing process using my Lights On Organizing System. You'll learn how to use the Searchlight, Spotlight, and Green Light to transform your surroundings and increase the wattage in your home. Each chapter has been developed to specifically help you organize your kitchen, bedroom, closet, home office, storage areas, and other rooms in your home. You'll also find useful advice on organizing inherited items and memorabilia and learn how to downsize for a smaller living space. This book is filled with tips, stories, and creative ideas on how to organize.
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Lights On Organizing System
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Everything in our lives either moves us toward our goals or farther away from them. Do you feel it is time to start clearing out clutter so you can move toward a better, peaceful, brighter, and happier life? Do you want to spend more time doing more of the things you like to do? The Lights On Organizing System will help you reach these goals.

Lights On Organizing is a powerful, electrifying, and simple three-step process to getting and staying organized. It is measured on a wattage scale of 1 to 10. A 1 is the lowest wattage where your energy is low. It is like living in a dim, dark environment. Feelings of depression, anger, frustration, and dissatisfaction happen at this low wattage. A 10 is the highest wattage where the feeling is one of light, brightness, and increased energy. It feels peaceful, happy, relaxed, and welcoming.

There are three simple steps to Lights On Organizing:

Step 1 is Searchlight. The Searchlight is the process of evaluating what your home currently looks like and feels like to you. Also, take a look at how you are using the space in your home. It is a process of identifying problems and determining both what is and is not working. The benefits of using the Searchlight step is that you will assess and determine the problem areas in your home and the places you want to declutter so you can reclaim your home and your life. As you walk through your house, check where you are on the wattage scale in the sidebar on page 15.

Step 2 is Spotlight. After identifying the problem areas, this is the step where you write your goals, create your vision and develop a plan. This process will be a snap by using the goal-setting worksheet found on pages 233–235. Setting goals that can be broken down into easy and manageable steps gives you direction, courage, an I-can–do-this attitude, and peace of mind.


To live in a light environment, your life needs to reflect at a high wattage, which is Lights On.



Step 3 is Green Light. This is where the rubber meets the road and changes are made. You roll up your sleeves and get down to work following easy-to-understand instructions. I will help you every step of the way. You will learn all you need to know to be organized, but more than that, you will be able to take action.

We will be using these three steps in every room. I will be with you all the way, explaining and showing you how to reach your goals. You'll also find Paula's Stories throughout the book. Her stories illustrate real-life situations. She uses the Searchlight to evaluate the rooms in her home, the Spotlight to set goals, and the Green Light to make changes. My hope is that you can relate to Paula's experiences as you read her stories. Her stories are designed to show you how to use the Lights On Organizing System in a real-life setting. Let's explore the Lights On Organizing System a little more.

Wattage Scale








	

1–2



	

Lights are very dim and dark. You dread going into the room. The space makes you depressed and unhappy. You have no idea where to start or what to do to improve the situation. It takes you several minutes to find anything you're looking for. You are surrounded by things that drain you, either the objects themselves or entire rooms. Things are dirty and in disrepair.





	

3–4



	

Lights are dim. You feel unmotivated and overwhelmed at this wattage. There is a lot of “stuff” in the room but none of it has a home, and you have no connection to the items. Your “stuff” has turned into junk. You are drained by your possessions.





	

5–6



	

Lights are neutral. You don't have a strong negative or a strong positive reaction. The area is OK but nothing more. Everything is functional for the most part, but nothing in the room excites you. You aren't drained by your surroundings, yet they bring you little to no enjoyment.





	

7–8



	

Lights are bright. Life is good. You feel happy each time you use or look at your things. You know where things are and are surrounded by what you like and use.





	

9–10



	

Lights are radiant. You love each room and everything in the rooms. You feel great, and your surroundings bring you joy. You know where everything is. You have surrounded yourself with what you love. Your surroundings give you energy. You are organized and often do maintenance, which allows you to keep organized. You don't collect junk and are very choosy about what you allow in your life and home.
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 SEARCHLIGHT


Before we can increase the wattage in our homes and make positive changes, we need to find out what changes are needed. Use your mind, eyes, and heart as a “searchlight.” Take the time to search the rooms and spaces in your home and see what needs to change. This is the time when you honestly assess the condition of your home and identify the problem areas that you want to change and organize. If you need some fortification as you start, grab a treat and a drink (I'm thinking of chocolate and water, not a margarita).

Start with the positives. Look for what is working and for things that light you up. You will find there is a lot that is already working for you. Be objective. I know emotions can get in the way of making an honest assessment. Don't beat yourself up! This is the time to think about how you want things to function and to look as well as about what changes are needed.


Part of organizing is figuring out what works and what doesn't work.



After you've listed the positive things that are working, honestly assess the things that aren't working. This handy list will help you in the Searchlight step:


	
Choose a room to organize.



	
Choose a place in that room and start your search from the inside out — meaning start with closets, drawers, or cupboards before you evaluate open spaces.



	
Identify needs by asking yourself these questions:


	
Is the space orderly?



	
Are there things here you can you get rid of?



	
Is it easy for you to find everything, or do you waste a lot of time looking for things?



	
Does everything have a home? (Are things contained or scattered around?)



	
Do you keep only things you use?



	
Does each item light you up on a scale of 7 or above?



	
Does this space help you make the best use of your time?



	
Do you feel like you can't find anything you like or enjoy in your home even though you are surrounded by things?



	
Do you dread doing housework or put it off indefinitely because of all the clutter?







	
Rate your wattage (use the wattage scale on page 15). How do you feel about that particular space in the room? If you don't feel good about it, you are right where you need to be.



	
Based on your assessment, make a list of the things you need to change in this room. Be sure to write these down. If you have a camera, take a picture in each room. (This is something many professional organizers do.) Later, after you finish organizing the space, take another picture. It is fun and rewarding to look back and see the progress you made and see how great everything looks. (Yes, your house will look great!) When things are organized, we forget how they used to look. It is a great visual reminder to compare before and after photos. If you don't have a camera, don't let this stop you from making your list.






If you were talking to your friend about her home the way you are talking to yourself about your home, how long would she be your friend?



The Searchlight checklist is to be used in each room. Don't worry. We'll walk through this process together for every room in your home in the following chapters. The Searchlight worksheet on pages 231–232 will also help you with this important first step. Once your problem areas have been identified, you are ready for the second step in the Lights On Organizing System.

Paula's Searchlight Experience

Paula was at her wits end. She felt she lived her life in crisis mode because her home and her life were so disorganized. She was frequently late and often lost important papers. Everywhere she looked, there was clutter. She wasn't happy, and her family wasn't happy either. When she decided to try the Light's On Organizing System, she used the Searchlight and realized her home left her feeling a 2 on the wattage scale. She felt most drained in her bedroom. Working from the inside out, she started evaluating the room by opening her closet. When she opened the closet door, she immediately felt overwhelmed. Shoes were strewn all over the floor along with clothes, belts, and other odds and ends. The wire hangers were sagging and clothes were falling off the hangers. The built-in shelves looked like a tornado had hit; everything was so jumbled. She had no idea what was in the boxes on the shelves. She rated this area a 2 on the wattage scale. There were boxes and built-in shelves, but she wasn't using them in a way that worked for her. She took a picture of the closet and then wrote down what she needed to change: She needed to get the clothes, belts, purses, and accessories off the closet floor; she needed to get new hangers that would properly protect her clothes and keep them from falling; she needed to know what was in each box in the closet; she needed to use the shelf space better so she could store everything she needed to in her closet; she needed to have a plan to organize her shoes so she could find them easily; she needed to get rid of items she no longer wore. Paula felt better after she made her list. She knew there was still a lot of work to be done, but honestly evaluating the closet and knowing what she needed to change filled her with hope.

Paula's Spotlight Experience

Let's revisit Paula as she starts the Spotlight process in her bedroom closet. Paula thought about what kind of closet would increase her wattage to a 10. She pictured her shoes neatly organized on the closet floor; a separate box each for belts, scarves, and purses and each box neatly sitting on a shelf; she pictured only clothes she liked to wear hanging on the rod so she could easily put clothes away and find clothes to wear. She wrote this “big picture” vision down and then started breaking down the vision into steps she could take: She would buy a shoe organizing system and use it, donating or throwing away old shoes that she doesn't wear. She would make sure she had containers large enough to hold her belts, purses, and scarves, and she would label each container. She would sort through each clothing item in her closet and donate clothes that don't fit or don't make her feel good. She would then move all out-of-season clothes into storage containers that she could fit under her bed. She would arrange all her clothes by category (blouses, skirts, pants, etc.). She would replace her wire hangers with wooden or padded hangers that would better support her clothing. Paula felt great about her new goals and couldn't wait to get started. She had a lot of clothing in her closet. She decided to break the closet down into zones (e.g., the floor, the closet rod, top shelf and the cube shelves) and organize one zone each week until it was done. She set a target date to have it completed and wrote it on her calendar.


Break your “big picture” vision down into smaller steps you can take.
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 SPOTLIGHT


After you use the Searchlight to identify the problem areas you want to change, move on to the second step of the Lights On Organizing System, the Spotlight. A Spotlight is a powerful stage light controlled by a person. The light is used to focus intensely on specific areas. In the Spotlight step, you focus on the problem areas and create a plan for changing them. You will set goals, create your vision, and develop a plan with the help of the Spotlight worksheet on pages 233–235.

There are three steps to successful goal setting:


	
Create the “big picture” of what you want.



	
Break this vision down into smaller pieces that can be achieved one step at a time.



	
Decide when you are going to reach this goal by setting a deadline. This gives you a specific date to work towards.
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 GREEN LIGHT


Once you search out problem areas and set goals for organizing those areas, you've got the Green Light to take action: Proceed, move ahead, take your foot off the brake, and begin. Go, go, go! Here are some things that will make the work of organizing easier:



Containers



Don't rush out and buy all new containers. First, find out if you have containers that you can use in your home. There are many things that can be recycled and reused as containers: shoe boxes, cereal boxes, plastic fruit containers, baby food jars, checkbook boxes, glass mugs, baskets, and large packaging boxes, just to name a few. You can paint or decorate these reused containers to make them more fun and appealing.

Baskets are great containers that help cut clutter in three ways: First, things are contained without having to be folded perfectively (and who likes doing that all the time?); second, it limits the amount of things you can keep; and third, they are attractive so they can be left out in a room rather than hidden in cupboards or drawers.

Choosing the Right Container

When Sherry's daughters were young, they had a drawer where they kept their crayons and colored pencils, but the crayons and colored pencils were scattered throughout the drawer. She decided to buy a container for them. Sherry sorted the crayons and pencils and placed them in the container. She was so proud as she didn't usually use containers. The next morning the crayons and pencils were dumped out of the box. It had become a trough for the toy horses. She tried to salvage the pencil box several times over the next few years only to find it serving as a cash register for her daughters' make-believe store, an altar piece for some tribal activity, dollhouse furniture, and a boat for dolls. The container was never used as a pencil box and the crayons and pencils were scattered all over in the drawer. Sherry concluded from this experience that containers didn't work.


If one type of container doesn't work as you intended, don't give up. Containers help you stay organized.



What she didn't realize is, she did have other options. She could have purchased other containers for her girls to use for their play, or she could have purchased a drawer divider rather than this type of container for the crayons and pencils. She could have labeled the container and explained to the girls what the container was to be used for. If one type of container doesn't work as you intended, don't give up. Containers are a marvelous way to organize and stay organized.



Tip: If you do buy organizing supplies, such as containers, save your receipts in case you need to return them. It will save you time and hassle when returning. Place an envelope in your planner or purse to keep receipts in.






Organizing Tool Kit



Having a kit you can move from room to room will save you time. Essentials in the kit are a timer with the hour and minute features; tape measure; wide, double-sided sticky tape; cleaning cloth and cleaning spray; notepad and pen; hammer and screwdriver.


Timer: When you start to work on a room, area, or project, set a timer. A timer lets you focus on the task at hand without being distracted by the clock. When the timer goes off, you're finished for that session, unless you are in a good rhythm. In that case set the timer for more time. Also, use it when you take breaks to remind you to come back to the project.


Tape measure: This is to measure the size of your containers and the space where you plan to use them. It can also be used to measure the size of what you are going to store (height and width) so you can purchase the correct size of container.


Wide, double-sided sticky tape: Use this under containers in any drawer to keep them from sliding back and forth.


Cleaning Cloth and Cleaning Spray: As you clear off shelves and flat surfaces, give the surfaces a good cleaning while they are empty. You'll have a fresh start when you place items back on them.


Notepad and Pen: Use these to jot down notes as you go — things you need to buy, measurements you have taken — and record what works for you and what doesn't work for you in each room.


Hammer and Screwdriver: These are to hang pictures and for lots of other uses. If you share tools with someone else in the house, I suggest you don't share the items in your organizing tool kit or they may get lost.



Work From the Inside Out



When you start working in a room, work from the inside out! This means if there is a closet or drawer, start there first. Why? There are two primary reasons:


	
There are always things out in the room that need to be put away into a drawer, bookcase, cupboard, or closet. If you start organizing the open areas of the room before organizing the closet, drawers and shelves, you are wasting time. It is a waste of time to put items into a closet or drawer because when you start organizing that space, you will just have to take them back out again.



	
You will always create space that you can use for other items. Save yourself time and energy, work from the inside to the outside.
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Set Time Limits



Remember to use the trusty timer in your tool kit. When starting a project (be it a full room, a closet or a drawer), there are two ways to do it:


	
If you are dreading the task with much trepidation, set your timer for twenty minutes to one hour. When it goes off, stop, unless you are in a great rhythm and you know you won't get burned out by working for a longer period of time. I don't want you to work until you get burned out. Set your timer the second time for twenty minutes and see how you are feeling at the end of this time period. You can work for longer periods of time, but don't work so long at one time that you don't ever want to return.



	
Start working and keep on working until the task is done. You know yourself, and you know if this will work for you.





Just by knowing you have a set time limit can make a difference mentally and physically.



Categorize Your Spaces



As you organize in a room, categorize all of the spaces in it, including closets, drawers, shelves, and open spaces. There are four categories for space:


	

Premium Spaces: This is the space that is at your eye level and just above, reaching down to about waist level. It is “right in your face” and is the easiest and most convenient to use. You don't need to bend or stretch to reach this space. This is the area you get in and out of on a daily basis. Use this only for those things you use regularly.



	

Secondary Spaces: Items placed here are those used about once a week — things like table linens, extra food items, fine china, or sheets (if not stored in a linen closet).



	

Semi-Storage: These are items that are used once a year, such as holiday items, seasonal dishes, seasonal clothes, and camping gear. Store these items where they can be accessed but aren't taking up valuable space within your home. These items can be kept in your attic or storage room, and then rotated in and out of your cupboards, closets, and living space as needed.



	

Hard-Core Storage: These are items placed in labeled plastic bins that “live” in your garage, shed, or storage room. These containers only need to be opened every few years. These boxes could contain yearbooks, childhood items, memorabilia you have inherited and are passing down to other generations, and items you are storing for your adult children who have moved out of your home.





Time Limits Provide Motivation

I have a storage space under the stairs in my utility room. It needed organizing! I evaluated this space by using my Searchlight, and I rated myself and this area as a 1 on the wattage scale. I didn't even know what was in the space. Using the Spotlight, I set goals to add shelves and to arrange this area so it was useful. I would also write down in my notebook what I stored here.

When I started using the Green Light, I set my timer for one hour. I dreaded this project, but just by knowing I had given myself permission to only work for a set length of time gave me a whole different attitude. When the timer rang, I was surprised because it didn't feel like I had been working that long. I reset my timer and kept on working until I had reached all of my goals. Setting a time limit made all the difference in the world.



Putting Things Away



Have you ever noticed that putting things away seems more difficult and time-consuming than getting them out? It might not be that it is hard; it could be that you need to learn different habits. How hard is it to hang up a blouse instead of tossing it on a chair, which will mean you have to spend more time putting it away later? When the closet is organized into categories and there is space to hang clothes, it is easier to put them away.

Every item needs a home — a permanent place where it is kept — to make it much easier to know where to return items after using them. When there is a place for everything you use and you know where to return things, it takes less time and actually is easier to put things away than to toss them somewhere to be dealt with later.

If towels are jumbled in the closet, you can pull one out with little effort, but putting them back in a neat stack is difficult if there isn't a place for them. This also is true for other items you use on a daily basis in every room in your home. Categorizing your spaces and making homes for everything will make it easier for you to put things away where they belong after they are used.
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Make It Fun



Whatever it takes to have fun while clearing clutter and creating space — do it! Maybe it will be crossing off each step as you go, munching on a celery stick (make mine chocolate), listening to some favorite music, or rewarding yourself when you have finished with a new CD, fresh flowers, or a trip to the spa.

WRAP UP Now you know the three steps to Lights On Organizing. First, you'll use the Searchlight and assess the organizing needs in your home. Fill out the Searchlight worksheet room by room to choose what is working and what is not working for you and identify what room you want to start in. Identifying the problem is a great start.

Second, with your Spotlight, focus on a plan to get organized. You know the wattage you feel in each room, and you know where you
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