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Introduction

 I first shared my dream of writing this book with my lifelong
friend and colleague Florence Feldman in 1981. Her professional
expertise and personal friendship become more valuable to me as the
years go by.

It is amazing that 23 years have passed
since the first edition of Taming the Paper Tiger was published by
Dodd, Mead. It is even more amazing that the problem of paper
continues to be the No. 1 organizing challenge in the household!
The computer was touted as being the tool to eliminate paper from
our lives and enabled us to be more organized. In many ways, it
did, but it also allowed us to generate more paper than ever
before, and we learned that organizing electronic files has its own
challenges!

The reality of "paperless" has not
happened, and I personally promote the concept of "almost
paperless" – since in some instances, paper is simply a more
practical and/or desirable format. In addition to the fact we have
more paper and more computers, life seems to get more complicated
in every way every day – and much of that complexity is reflected
in both realms.

In my continuing experience as a
productivity consultant, I have observed that the principles,
practices, and techniques I espoused in the first edition of Taming
the Paper Tiger are still true: "Only the names have changed," as
the familiar expression states. Hence, it seemed appropriate to
publish a new edition of this book designed to be relevant in
today's digital world. One of the key components of my life
philosophy is "Together We Are Better.” With that in mind, I
invited Jennifer Wig to partner with me in writing this new edition
– and what a joy it has been. I know that you, the reader, will
benefit too, and my hope is that because of her insight and
contribution, the principles, practices and techniques in this book
will last another 30 years!

I am especially thankful for the love
and support of my husband, Alfred Taylor, who is the greatest fan
club any writer ever had, and with whom I enjoy my life more every
day. Happy paper organizing!

Back to Top
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Chapter One

 The Roar of a New Tiger

 


When I first wrote this book, computers
were just starting to become part of the home office scene and more
often than not, were creating more paper than they saved. Today, it
is completely different. People are lounging on their couches with
iPads, making notes and sending emails from their smartphones, and
handling most aspects of their daily lives with the help of a
computer.

Does this sound familiar? You're paying
some bills online at your desk, but you realize you need to save a
copy of one of the bills to keep for tax reasons. Didn't you create
a file for that purpose? Where is it saved? Medical bills – in
paper form – are arriving each day from your hospital stay last
year, with some of them payable online and some must be paid via
snail mail. What to do with that stack of paper and how to organize
that and the electronic files? In the middle of this musing, your
son comes in and asks for a copy of something for school, but the
printer ink is dried up because you're not using it as much. Then
your cell phone rings, and it's your friend asking if you want to
go shopping the 18th. Your electronic calendar tracking both work
and home appointments says you're free, but you have the nagging
feeling that you're missing something. Did you write it down on a
Gmail task list? Or in your handy little "old-fashioned"
notebook?

The roar of the paper tiger is ever
present in our daily lives – even when our lives are stored in
computer files instead of filing cabinets. Did you know that one of
top requests from Hewlett Packard for any electronic device is the
ability to print?

A computer is like any other tool: Use
it correctly and it can help, but otherwise it's just a large
paperweight of metal and plastic. It can either save you from
wading through paper or create more problems than ever. And as we
blend our lives more and more with computers, it can be hard to
remember where to find the item you need.

As an organizing consultant, I’ve spent
thousands of hours working with people and their paper, from
parents struggling with the piles of papers their kids bring home
from school, to corporate executives responsible for thousands of
files. One fact remains absolutely clear: paper-management skills
are essential to survive the information explosion in our
society.

A Slow Change

In 1926, a little more than 15,000
pieces of mail were sent nationwide. By 2000, we were sending more
than 207.5 billion pieces of mail per year. But now, that figure is
declining, down to 171 billion in 2010.

Pingdom, a firm that watches the Web,
estimates that in 2009, 90 trillion e-mails were sent – that's 247
billion email messages a day! Those figures are expected to grow.
In 2010, the number of people worldwide using email was about 1.9
million. That's expected to reach 2.5 billion by 2014, according to
Radicati Group, Inc.

Also worth noting: In 2001, spam
accounted for an estimated 5 percent of our email. By 2007, it
clogged our inboxes, accounting for 90-95 percent of all email
sent.

People often say they hate paper and
thus, they hate dealing with emails and files as well. But if
that's true, why do they have so much trouble clicking "delete" or
getting rid of it? How many people still print out that important
e-mail message—or the information gathered from a great website?
Computers have an increasing impact on our lives; learning to
manage the paper and files they generate is essential.

How many emails are sitting in your
inbox? Or in other email folders? Those cute forwards from your
sister-in-law, the reminder to pay your credit card bill, the email
from your rental house about your upcoming trip – the list just
seems to keep growing! It may not be taking up space on your
kitchen counter, but the overwhelming feeling generated by all that
electronic paper remains.

No matter what changes are occurring,
paper is still the No. 1 organizing challenge for most households.
Paper junk mail continues to invade our lives. You may not get a
real card in the mail for your birthday anymore, but you're still
inundated with catalogs, magic money-making offers, advertisements,
and even some bills and business items that just haven't yet made
the jump to paperless.

Your ability to accomplish any task is
directly related to your ability to find the right thing at the
right time. Most people know how to do most of the individual tasks
required in personal paper or e-paper management—-paying bills,
writing letters, creating files, etc. The difficult part is getting
it all done at the right time. To accomplish that requires a
comprehensive system.

This book provides guidelines to help
you fill in the gaps in your paper management system, or to develop
a totally new one if you feel it’s necessary. And, since we're
dealing with both paper and e-files, the principles I discuss apply
to both worlds.

Developing a personal paper-management
system takes motivation, time, and practice. If you’ve been
shuffling the same documents and files for months, or even years,
it will take time to change, and it can be frightening. Accept this
as a “normal” reaction, not an indication that you are doing
something wrong.

Digging through a pile of papers or a
folder full of old Word documents can be likened to waking a
sleeping tiger. We discover documents that represent
disappointments, obligations, uncertainty, indecision and the
blinding reality that we are not able to do all the things we want
to or think we ought to. Just as we have a temporary respite when
the tiger sleeps, we have a temporary respite when we ignore the
papers, with the fear that the tiger will awake at any moment
constantly in the back of our minds.

Back to Top
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Chapter Two

 Roar Right Back






With the invention of computers arrived
this excitement that we could "go paperless" in our offices and
even our homes. What most people found, however, is that these
computers only added to the paper piles. We were adding printing
and photocopying to our massive stack of papers and saw no signs of
slowing down.

Things have changed. But if you think
you're going to go paperless, hold on minute. At this point, it's
still not possible. What? Barbara, that's why I bought this - I
thought I could.

Nope. The day will come when the
technology will make totally paperless an option, but we’re not
there yet.

I am here to help you go Almost
Paperless.™ You might read your newspaper online, but you don't own
a tablet or don't want to read your magazines in that format.
There's still junk mail showing up in your mailbox. And some
records, documents and other items simply must be kept on
paper.

For example, I recently met with the
CEO of a company who joined the board of a local non-profit
organization. The first thing he received was a three-inch binder
of documents pertinent to the organization. Scanning through all of
the documents is not really practical – or even necessary — so
keeping the binder is the best option. The day will come when the
organization will have an electronic notebook, making the binder
unnecessary, with significant savings for both the environment and
office.

So this book is here to help you go
Almost Paperless™ and to manage both your paper and electronic
files. Sound overwhelming? Don't worry. In general, when you see
the word "paper" in these paragraphs, you can usually interchange
it with "computer files" or "computer documents." The basic
principles of managing your paper – electronic or hard copies –
remain the same.

So let's get started.

First, paper and file management means
developing a system that fits your personal needs. No matter what
your file management challenges are, there’s a way for you to
improve the way you handle paper—one that you create yourself for
your own particular needs and lifestyle. You may know how to handle
a particular file problem, but for various reasons, you have not
done so. Before long, the file gets lost in the shuffle of more
files and folders. You become so bogged down in all your various
spreadsheets and word documents ... and yes, even your paper, that
you end up not taking the appropriate action to end the vicious
cycle.

Successful file management requires
five basic ingredients:

1. Clear picture of desired
results

2. Positive attitude

3. Sufficient time

4. Appropriate tools

5. Regular maintenance

 


If any component of the system is weak
or missing, the system will begin to break down. Nine times out of
ten, when a system breaks down, it is a sign of a changing
situation, not a bad system. Perhaps the numbers of papers/files
have grown, the support system has changed, or the objectives have
been revised.






A Clear Picture

Paper itself is not the problem. Paper
is a symptom of a problem. The first question I frequently ask a
client is “What would success look like?” or “What will you be able
to do when you are organized that you are not doing now?”
Organization in and of itself has no value—it is simply a tool to
help you do what you want to do. The clearer you are about what you
want to do, the more effectively you can get organized.

Getting organized is not about becoming
a neat freak—unless, of course, you want to—or about doing things
the way someone else does. My definition of organization is very
simple: Does it work? Do you like it? If what you organize (or
don’t organize) affects others, then you should ask a third
question, “Does it work for others?”






Think Positively

A positive attitude as it relates to
paper management is an essential prerequisite. It is important for
you to expect that, with the help of this book, you can and will
develop a system for yourself that will suit your particular
needs.

One of the most exciting aspects of
being an organizing consultant is helping people create a system to
fit their specific needs, and then seeing their sense of relief
when they realize how much simpler their lives can be. Frequently,
people procrastinate doing anything about the disorganization in
their lives because they are waiting to find the “right”
way.

There is no “right” or “wrong” way!
Many times I set up systems for other people that I personally
would find very frustrating. As you read this book you will
discover that there are many styles of paper or file management.
Don’t worry about how other people do it. Just look for techniques
that work for you. What you do with a piece of paper is not nearly
as important as doing it consistently.

To foster your positive attitude about
file management, recognize that any system you develop is a tool to
help you do what you want or need to do. A friend of mine says, “I
hate jogging; I love having jogged!” Paperwork and file management
is like that in many ways. Few people, if any, like doing it, but
taking the time to set up a system means spending less time
shuffling through it all and more time enjoying the
results.






Tomorrow Never
Arrives

How many times have you said to
yourself: “I’ll get organized when things calm down/after I write
the report for my boss/when the kids go back to school/when the
kids get out of school/after the guests leave/when I come home from
my business trip/when the house is remodeled/as soon as I have a
block of time — this weekend maybe, or over the holidays/when I’m
on vacation/when I retire/tomorrow.”

The weekend, the holidays, the
vacations come and go. As soon as one crisis is over (and sometimes
even before!), another begins. And the cycle continues. Before you
know it, you have an inbox full of e-mails you really intended to
answer and 10 months of health insurance claims to submit. The desk
at your office is covered with memos unfiled and business journals
unread. The attic and basement are filled with magazines that never
got read while they were in the den (but that contain wonderful
articles and recipes). Plus, it’s April 10th, and you have no idea
where your receipts are stashed. Many a client has called after
being retired for several months, or even years, saying “I still
don’t have the time.”

If you wait “until things calm down”
before you do something about the paper in your life, it could be a
very long wait.






Decide to Decide

There is a very simple axiom regarding
paper: Paper clutter is postponed decisions; paper management is
making decisions. Papers pile up on our counters, tables and desks
because there are decisions we need to make about them. “Do I
really need to keep this letter from my lawyer about my father’s
estate?” “Where should I keep my will?” “What do I do with all
those family photographs my mother gave me for safekeeping?”
“Should I keep that online recipe saved somewhere?” “What should I
do with health insurance statements?” “Where do I put the operating
instructions for the new garage door opener?”

Paper itself is not the problem. Paper
is a symptom of the problem. Every time you ask one of the above
questions without making a decision—a reply—and then taking the
appropriate action, you have left some unsettled business. Postpone
a few of the decisions, and a new pile is born.

Six Information Management Questions to
Ask About Every Piece of Paper/Computer Document:

1. Do I really need to keep
this?

2. In what format?

3. For how long?

4. Who is responsible for filing
it?

5. Who needs access to it?

6. How can I find it?

Each of these questions requires making
a decision. But many people run into trouble here. Why are these
decisions so difficult for us to make? There are two major
reasons—lack of information and fear of failure.






Information,
Please

Even though paper management is an
essential skill in the 21st century, few people have had an
opportunity to learn these skills in a formal way. It simply is not
taught.

The purpose of this book is to help you
recognize the paper-management problems in your life, to motivate
you to do something about them, and to provide you with the tools
to find solutions and develop systems.

The place to begin this process is with
the scorecard mentioned at the end of this chapter. I developed it
as the starting point for my clients.

By completing the scorecard, you’ll
identify the areas of paper/file management you believe are your
weak spots. Any score of 3 or higher indicates you could use some
help in that area.

You do not need to read the entire book
to be able to put it to work for you, but do read the entire
chapter before you begin trying a new system. Use this as a
reference book, not only when you are first setting up a system,
but also to refer to as you outgrow existing systems, and find you
need to make revisions.






But What If?

Fear is a big reason people have
difficulty deciding what to do with their papers. You’re afraid
that your decision will be proven wrong, you’ll regret your
decision, or that someone will be disappointed or hurt by your
decision. You ask yourself: “What if I get audited by the IRS and I
don’t have what I need?” “What if I throw something away and it
turns out to be very valuable?” “What if my children want or need
this information someday?” “What if I file this important document
and then I can’t find it?”

It’s not easy to answer the “what-ifs”
correctly. Most of us have, at one time or another, thrown out
something we wound up needing later on. Here are the facts: 1) If
your paper problem is big enough, you can’t find most of your paper
anyway; and 2) Almost everything is replaceable. You can probably
get another copy if you really need to, and, if you don’t really
need to, then it probably wasn’t worth the clutter it would have
caused in the first place.

Here’s what I call Hemphill’s
Principle: “If you don’t know you have it, or you can’t find it, it
is of NO value to you!”






No Magic in
Insight

Suppose you can take the time to set up
a system, and you know what you need to do, but you just don’t want
to do it? What then?

There is no magic in insight! Just
because you know there is a better way, doesn’t mean you will do
it. You need to take action on your insight. I know that if I
exercise at least 20 minutes a day, three times a week, I will feel
better, look better and live longer—but that in itself does not
make me ride my bicycle or go for a jog.

In fact, we frequently do not act on
our insights—until a crisis forces us to do so. We become concerned
about our eating habits when the doctor says our life is at risk if
we do not. Similarly, we decide to do something about a cluttered
desk when we recognize that it doesn’t work for us anymore. One
client decided to do something about his paper tiger when the
penalty on his overdue inheritance-tax bill became larger than his
annual income and he was threatened with jail! What price are you
willing to pay before you act?

Ultimately, you will have to make the
decision to tame the tiger yourself. The most I can do is point out
how chaotic the alternative is and show you ways to create a system
that works for you. No doubt you know that already, or you wouldn’t
be reading this. This book will give you answers to questions and
guidelines to use that will help you create your own system for
managing the paper in your life. The rest is up to you.

Paper Management Skills
Survey

When I meet with a new
client, the first thing I do is ask the client to fill out a
Productive Environment Scorecard to determine what areas of paper
management need work. You can fill out your own productivity
scorecard at 
https://productiveenvironment.wufoo.com/forms/productive-environment-scorecard-for-individuals.

Back to Top
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Chapter Three

 Get Centered


Here is a funny story from an anonymous
forwarded e-mail:

I have recently been diagnosed with
AAADD - Age Activated Attention Deficit Disorder. This is how it
goes:

I decide to wash the car, start toward
the garage and notice the mail on the table. OK, I'm going to wash
the car...

BUT FIRST I'm going to go through the
mail. Lay car keys down on desk. After discarding the junk mail, I
notice the trashcan is full. OK, I'll just put the bills on my
desk....

BUT FIRST I'll take the trash out, but
since I'm going to be near the mailbox, I'll address a few
bills.... Yes, now where is the checkbook? Oops... there's only one
check left. Where did I put the extra checks? Oh, there's my empty
plastic cup from last night on my desk. I'm going to look for those
checks...

BUT FIRST I need to put the cup back in
the kitchen. I head for the kitchen, look out the window, notice
the flowers need a drink of water, I put the cup on the counter and
there's my extra pair of glasses on the kitchen counter. What are
they doing here? I'll just put them away...

BUT FIRST, need to water those plants.
I head for the door and… Aaaagh! Someone left the TV remote in the
wrong spot. Okay, I'll put the remote away and water the
plants...

BUT FIRST I need to find those
checks.

END OF DAY: Car not washed, bills still
unpaid, cup still in the sink, checkbook still has only one check
left, lost my car keys; and, when I try to figure out why nothing
got done today, I'm baffled because... I KNOW I WAS BUSY ALL DAY! I
realize this condition is serious... I'd get help... BUT FIRST... I
think I'll check my e-mail.

That story illustrates one of the
biggest problems in getting things done – getting centered. It can
be a challenge – even if you're not diagnosed with ADD or ADHD (as
I have been, by the way) – because there is always so much to
do.

If you want to tame that paper tiger,
you have to start by putting him in a cage. So the first step in
solving your paper/file management (aka life management) problem is
to get centered – literally. You need to choose one place in your
home as your Business Center.

At seminars I give for managing paper
at the office, one of the most frequent comments I hear from
participants is, “It’s even worse at home!” I ask them, “Where do
you do your paperwork at home?” Typically, the response is,
“Sometimes here . . . sometimes there.”

Therein lies a major part of the
problem! It fascinates me that nearly everyone has a specific
location in their home devoted to the preparation of food. Many
fewer people have a specific location devoted to the handling of
paper and the business of life. Yet most people spend as much or
more time handling life's business than they do preparing
food!

Just taking your mail to a central
place will eliminate scattered piles of paper, misplaced bills and
checks, and forgotten notices. One class participant was amazed at
how much easier her life became once she established a work area in
the kitchen with a desk, a telephone and a filing
cabinet.

Maybe you already have a location, but
it's covered in paper! Or maybe you're so used to being mobile that
you carry your laptop and smartphone with you all over the house.
Even if that's the case, I strongly urge you to set up a permanent
center for your work that will be available to you at all
times.

“How can that be so important?” you may
ask. Have you ever tried to fix something with your fingernails or
hands because you didn’t feel like going to the basement to get the
proper tool? Have you ruined a jacket trying to remove a spot on
your suit without the proper cleaner? Have you ever mailed a
birthday card a week later than you planned to because you kept
forgetting to buy stamps?

When I was a child growing up on a
Nebraska farm, my father used to tell me that half the battle in
getting any job done is having the right tool. The same is true in
paper management. In my experience, every household needs what I
call a “Home Office for the Business of Life.”


Choose Your Business
Center

The first thing to consider in choosing
a place for handling the business of life is a comfortable
location. If you like sunshine or have allergies to mold, an
unfinished, dark basement is not likely to be satisfactory. If you
like to be in the mainstream of family activity, the family room
may be an excellent location. Maybe you’re easily distracted or
you’d like a quiet place to go to after a hectic day at the office.
Then, an out-of-the-way bedroom or a study will probably work
better. If you have small children, you could set up your work
center in an area where they can play while you work.

Paperwork under the best of
circumstances isn’t much fun, and you won’t be encouraged to do it
if you dislike your work area. So, do whatever you can to make it a
place you like to be. Keep your mp3 player nearby if you like
music. Put a cushion on your chair, or get a new lamp to put on
your desk.

Many people would rather not set aside
a separate space for a work area, preferring to use the kitchen or
dining room table. Others have no option but to use these tables
because of space constraints. In this case I recommend a mobile
bill-paying center that can be housed in a portable file box,
basket or rolling file. Check your local office supply store or try
online for some examples. However, if at all possible, establish a
permanent location that can be used exclusively for managing your
stuff. You don’t want to have to constantly interrupt the
bill-paying process because the table has to be cleared and set for
dinner.


A Desk Is a Desk

Is a Desk—Or Is It?

Does it matter what type of desk or
desk arrangement you designate for your work center? You bet it
does! Some desks simply do not work for you. The key word is
“functional.”

Many people have desks that are lovely
to look at and horrible to use. A rolltop desk, for example, while
very beautiful, is difficult for most people to use because of the
limited workspace, and the numerous cubbyholes soon become
catch-alls for unidentified papers. If you are going to use such a
desk, be sure to label the various compartments: one for envelopes,
one for postcards, one for stamps, and so on.

Some people love those beautiful
secretary desks—love to look at them, that is. The biggest
disadvantage to this type of desk is its small size. Even if you're
Almost Paperless™, you will still likely handle some paper, and
need at least one file drawer. The best way to use a secretary is
to designate it for a particular paper project, such as writing
real paper letters. If you are particularly fond of the desk or it
has sentimental significance, this will be an advantage. You will
like to go there, and you will therefore be more inclined to write
personal letters. Keep all your notepaper and stationery there, or
at least a supply of any different styles you may use, as well as
any greeting cards you have purchased.

Chances are, you need to make room for
your computer on the desk. Have a laptop? Sure, the couch is a
comfy place to work, but having a desk helps you be more
productive. If nothing else, it gives you a place to keep the
laptop when not in use. Don’t make the mistake of using an outdated
desk for the computer – in order to enjoy the task and avoid
injury, your station should be ergonomically sound. The monitor
needs to be at eye level and you need a keyboard tray. Laptop users
can buy a docking station for their laptop, which allows for a
bigger monitor (or more than one!) and full keyboard.

One of my clients had four desks and
none of them worked. Her first assignment was to choose the one she
liked most, get some boxes and empty it entirely. From that point,
we started over to make not only a desk that she liked, but a desk
that worked!

Obviously, many of the decisions you
make regarding your work area will be based on how much room you
have in your home. But there are many options – even if your space
is limited.

To hold supplies such as stamps, paper,
clips, pens, etc., consider buying a filing cabinet that has two
small drawers and one file-depth drawer. You could also look in
home- and office-organizing stores and online for a small drawer to
install under the table top. (Drawers designed to fit under a
kitchen cabinet might do very nicely.) Try a plastic caddy designed
to carry tools or cleaning supplies, or get more decorative and
pick up some small acrylic, wood or brass organizers. If you plan
on using a computer at this homemade desk, you can find pull-out
keyboard trays in many office supply stores.


Set Up Your
Center

Wherever you choose to make your work
area, be sure you have adequate lighting and a comfortable chair.
One client and I spent a considerable amount of time setting up her
paper-management system. She understood it and liked it, yet she
never seemed to get things done—until we discovered the root of the
problem. Her arthritic neck always hurt when she sat at the desk.
As soon as we purchased an adjustable chair, the neck ache
disappeared. When adjusting your chair, most experts agree that you
want both feet planted firmly on the floor and your keyboard at a
level where your elbows are parallel to the floor.

If you want to be able to move around
in your work area, you will find a swivel chair on rollers a big
advantage. If there is carpeting, you will need an acrylic chair
mat.

A major factor in managing paper is an
effective filing system. (For detailed discussion, see Chapter 13.)
A filing cabinet is one of the best investments you will ever make.
It is ideal if your filing system is located at or close to your
work center. For those who use very little paper, there is still
some pouring in, and you will need at least one file
drawer.

There is a variety of filing equipment
on the market—other than the traditional metal filing
cabinet—ranging from inexpensive cardboard boxes to costly acrylic
cabinets on rollers. Rolling files are an excellent choice if you
can’t keep your files at your work area. You can move them to your
work place as you need them and roll them back out of the way when
you’re done.

This is not an area to skimp – make
sure your filing cabinet has full–extension drawers (some of the
cheaper models do not). If you can’t open the filing cabinet to its
full extension, you will not be able to access the papers in the
back, causing frustration, lost files and worst of all – a broken
filing system. Most types of files are found in office-supply
stores and online. You can also check in your online yellow pages
to see if there are “gently used office furniture stores” that sell
great quality office equipment at affordable prices.

In these days of cell phones, many
people don't keep a landline. If you don't, keep your cell phone
with you at your desk while you work. If you do have a landline,
bring your cordless phone over to the desk, because sometimes, you
can immediately eliminate pieces of paper or tasks by making a
phone call when you first open your mail.

Designate a special place to put those
items that are ready to go to the mailbox or the post office. A
napkin holder works well and can add to the personality of your
workspace. I use a beautifully handcrafted ceramic one that I
purchased on a vacation, which evokes pleasant memories each time I
look at it.

You will also need a “To Sort” tray
(see Chapter 7) located on or within easy reach of your desk to
collect the papers that require your action when you are ready to
deal with them.

You might find a calculator helpful,
and your cell phone or computer already has one. However, if you
prefer to use a hand-held one, be sure to keep i in your desk. Some
people also love bulletin boards, but be careful! For many, it
simply becomes a catchall for postponed decisions. To avoid that,
identify it for a specific purpose, such as upcoming invitations,
greeting cards, or other mementos you’ve received (to be changed
when they become tired-looking) or messages to family
members.

Last, but not least, a large trashcan
is one of the most important tools in your work area. I can’t
explain why, but I’ve observed that people are more likely to use a
large trashcan
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