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What people are saying about 
Taming the Paper Tiger 

"Bravo for Barbara Hemphill's two-question test of a 
system: Does it work and do you like it? Taming the Paper Tiger 
helps me find the joy in organizing. It works and I love it! It 
makes a great gift." 

Maggie Bedrosian 
Author, Life is More Than Your To Do List 

"Barbara Hemphill's valuable, smsible, organizing techniques 
will help improve the quality of life in every home. This practical 
guide makes life easier for parents and children-now and in the 
years to come." 

Nancy Samalin 
Author, Loving Your Child is Not Enough; Love and Anw: The 
Parental Dilemma and Loving Each One Best 

"When I heard Barbara discussing Taming the Paper Tiger on 
television, I got off my treadmill and started cleaning off my desk. 
For four years I had been looking for the missing link to start my 
business, and using Barbara's techniques, I discovered exactly what 
I needed! I owe it all to her. Whenever I practice 'The Art ofWaste­
basketry," I think to myself, "Barbara would be so proud of me!" It 
makes such a difference in my life. 

Pat Bender 
President, Bailey and Bender 
Personal and Organization Development 

"My busy life as a United States ambassador was made much 
easier thanks to Barbara Hemphill's valuable advice on how to or­
ganize the masses of diplomatic and personal paper surrounding 
me. I still keep Taming the Paper Tiger handy in my home on the 
Chesapeake Bay." 

Patricia Gates Lynch 
U.S. Ambassador (Retired) 



"Dear Ms. Hemphill: As a freelance writer and researcher, re­
trieving information is not only important, it is vital to me. For 
years I have been searching for one simple system that would allow 
me to retrieve the information I needed when I needed it You 
have created that system! No longer am I surrounded by clutter or 
frustrated with wasting time searching for information. Your system 
is easy, simple and makes a big difference in how I do business. I 
recommend your system to my colleagues and associates on a daily 
basis. Kudos!" 

Cris]. Baker Robins 
Freelance writer 

"By applying the simple, practical and profound principles of 
Taming the Paper Tiger, you will quickly find time you never knew 
you had to do more of the things you really want to do. This book 
will improve the quality of your life!" 

Dave Hubbard 
Fitness Expert 
Fit for the Master's Use 

"A 'must read' for anyone who spends more than five 
minutes a day shuffling peper." 

Kenneth H. Blanchard 
Co-Author of The One Minute Manager 

"Earlier in the year, Barbara spent a morning in my store 
helping me to organize my office. I liJre going into my office now. 
Thanks to Barbara Hemphill, I'm in charge and the paper tiger is 
in the cage (well actually it's in its file)." 

Elaine Petrocelli 
President, Book Passage, Corte Madera, California 
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TAMING T H E P A P E R T I G E R 

Introduction 

I am often asked how I happened to write this book. 
The answer begins back in 1978, shortly after I moved to 
New York City after living overseas for eight years. 

In searching for a way to make money and care for 
three children, I discovered what many others have: 
Successful businesses are often a result of a person 
identifying a need and filling it. 

My discovery came while I was sitting at a playground 
commiserating with other parents. I'd hear comments 
such as, "I've just got to get organized." "We haven't eaten 
on the dining room table in a month. It's covered with 
paper!" or "I don't even like to go to the mailbox. I don't 
know what to do with all that junk." I became acutely 
aware that many people had difficulty "getting organized," 
and that "getting organized" had always been one of my 
strengths. So I put an ad in the neighborhood newspaper, 
and the phone started ringing within a few days. Then, 
while looking for resources for my clients, I discovered 
that there was no book written on how to manage paper. 
Hence, Taming the Paper Tiger was born. 

Perhaps my greatest fear in writing this book has 
been that as people read examples of how I "tame my 
paper tiger," they'll think, "But I could never be as good as 
she is!" Rest assured that I am not always able to do all of 
the things you'll read about. I don't think anyone can. 
But I think you can benefit from what's written here. 

Much of my advice comes from my own experiences, 
both professional and personal. Before I became an orga­
nizational consultant, I held several different jobs, (paid 
and volunteer) and entertained extensively for my hus­
band's organization. I have been divorced-and learned to 
deal with issues peculiar to a single-parent family-and re­
married to a man with two children of his own, thus 
providing me with the opportunity to experience the 
rigors of managing a blended family. Through all of this, 
I've been active .in my church and professional and 
community orgat\izations. So one way or another, I've 
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probably had to deal personally with some aspect of paper 
management in which you're interested. 

This book is meant to be a reference that you can 
use time and again, as you require new or revised paper­
management systems. In addition to the information 
available here, you will also need to add time, patience 
and practice. Mter all, very few problems are resolved by 
simply reading a book! 

Feel free to use the book, which has ample room for 
you to make notes in the margins. I've selected short bits 
of advice, mottos and other things for you to think about 
as you develop your paper-management system, and scat­
tered them through the margins of the book. Also, 
underline or highlight as you read; turn down page cor­
ners that particularly interest you. Contrary to what you 
may have been taught, I can assure you that nothing 
makes a writer happier than a well-worn book! 

One of the most exciting results of publishing this 
book has been talking to hundreds of people who are 
"taming their paper tiger." As I travel around the country, I 
hear about the experiences of readers experimenting with 
new ways to handle the paper blizzard. One of my favorite 
remarks is from a reader in Florida who wrote, "I have 
spent my entire life stepping over boxes and bags of paper. 
I have tamed not only the tiger, but his offspring as well!" 

There is another side to the story. Many of the letters 
and phone calls I receive are from people whose lives, or 
the lives of people they love, are nearly paralyzed by 
paper. They need additional help. The chapter "Paper­
holies" provides some suggestions. 

"Organized" is not a destination, but a journey. It's 
not about perfectionism, but progress. Sometimes the 
road is long and rough. I have tried to write this book as 
though you were in the room with me and we were 
working together one on one. 

When I wrote the first version of Taming the Paper 
Tiger in 1988, many people expressed concern that with 
the advent of the computer, people wouldn't be very 
interested in the topic of"paper taming." In reality, we're 
now faced with even more paper, and in addition, we have 
to tame our computers! 

XI 
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I believe that the problem has grown far more 
serious. With more dual-career and single-parent families, 
as well as families caring for aging parents, the challenges 
are growing. Not only is there more to organize than ever 
before, the price for not being able to find what you need 
when you want it ranges from simply frustrating to 
catastrophic. 

One of the things that most distresses me is how 
unwilling people are to ask for help in getting organized. I 
have clients who agonized for years before they finally de­
cided to call us. There are a variety of reasons for their 
hesitation-among them is embarrassment. Mter all, they 
are very successful, intelligent, famous, rich, poor-the 
list goes on. Dozens of people have described situations 
where the only thing that made them take the plunge was 
the devastating effect their disorganization was having on 
a relationship. 

Based on the feedback I've had from thousands of 
readers, I know that the techniques described in this book 
are more relevant today than in the past, and that imple­
menting them will make a difference in the quality of 
your life. 

As you use this book and have questions or ideas or 
would like information about consulting services or semi­
nars, please feel free to contact me at Hemphill & 
Associates, Inc., 1464 Garner Station Boulevard, #330, 
Raleigh, NC 27603-3634, 919-773-0722. My e-mail 
address is 76443,3014@compuserve.com 

Barbara Hemphill 
January 1997 
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The Roar 
of the 

Whether you're male or female, young or old, make 
$20,000 a year and live in a studio apartment or make 
$200,000 a year and live on a ten-acre estate, you are, or 
will be, deluged with paper. 

Do you recognize this scene? You sit down to pay 
some bills. You vaguely remember that the electric bill 
needs to be paid, but you can't remember where you put 
it Your son comes in to tell you he needs his birth certifi­
cate the next day to prove he's old enough for driving 
lessons. Where is it? Your friend calls to ask if you're free 
on the eighteenth for a get-together. That date stands out 
in your mind for some reason. You think maybe there's a 
notation on your calendar at work, but there's nothing on 
your home calendar. 

You feel a headache coming on. There are piles of 
bills, junk mail, and catalogs all over your desk and night 
table and they seem to grow right before your eyes! 

What you're experiencing is the roar of the tiger­
the paper tiger. 

It may feel like he's out of control, that the situation is 
hopeless. The truth is, you can stop this pattern-tame that 
tiger-with a powerful tool: a paper management system. 

A paper-management system is a tool to help you ac­
complish what is important to you, whether it's finding your 
birth certificate when you need it, paying your bills on time, 
having all the papers you need when you go to your tax 
accountant, submitting insurance claims within the time 
limit, or keeping track of your frequent flyer miles. 

As an organizing consultant, I've spent thousands of 
hours working with people and their paper, from parents 
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TAMING T H E P A P E R T I G E R 

struggling with the piles of papers their kids bring home 
from school to corporation executives responsible for 
thousands of files. One fact is absolutely clear: paper­
management skills are essential to survive the information 
explosion in our society. 

A Profusion of Paper 

The sheer volume of mail that we confront daily 
demands increased skills in paper management. Com­
pare the amount of mail in your mailbox today with that 
of five years ago. Although the computer age was billed as 
the "paperless age," it didn't take any of us long to realize 
that, although the computer does eliminate some piles of 
paper, it can also create even larger piles. In case you have 
any doubts about how the computer has affected your 
life, change your middle initial the next time you sign 
your name on a catalog order. Then keep track of the ad­
ditional mail generated as a result of signing your name 
once. One client who tried this counted over 100 pieces 
in less than a year. 

Just deciding what to do with catalogs is a major issue 
in many households. Our fascination with sleek, alluring 
ads for products to improve our appearance, reduce our 
workload, or please our family, plus our inability to decide 
whether we are buying or browsing, adds piles of catalogs 
in numerous places around the house. And don't forget 
all those magic money-making offers! Rarely does a week 
go by without the arrival of at least one "Have we got a 
deal for you!" 

Q 1994 Wa.thington Post Writers Group. &printed with pennissitm. 

4 



CHAPTER 1 THE ROAR OF THE TIGER 

Then there is the photocopy machine. Most of us 
have easy access to a machine in our workplace, at the 
local library, or even at the neighborhood convenience 
store. We cut out articles, advertisements, recipes, and 
book reviews we think will interest a family member or a 
friend, and make a copy-and an extra, just in case! 
Then we have to decide where to keep our own copy, and 
how to get the other copies to the intended recipients. 
Unless you have a system to accomplish that task easily, the 
results over a period of months or years can be devastat­
ing: piles and shopping bags full of "good intentions" 
stuffed under beds and in closets; boxes stacked in the 
attic or basement; and drawers badly needed for current 
storage of essentials, filled instead with unidentified papers. 

Changing Family Lifestyles 

Another complicating factor in managing paper 
today is the basic change in family lifestyle. In the old 
days, Dad sat down at his desk at the end of each month 
to pay the bills. He probably never had more than five 
or six in a busy month! 

Now, with the advent of "plastic money," the num­
ber of bills to pay each month has increased substantially. 
In single-parent or dual-income families, the time for 
paper shuffling is limited, but the amount of paper to 
shuffle seems unlimited: Child-care arrangements, 
carpool schedules, travel itineraries, shopping lists, 
school permission slips, house repair "to do" lists, and 
piles of career-related magazines and newspapers to 
read. Support from family members-and from house­
hold and personal services-is vital, but using it effectively 
requires good paper management skills. 

"Blended families"-those with children from more 
than one marriage-can also create special paper­
management challenges. If you're divorced, for example, 
and need to take your son to buy soccer shoes, but you only 
see him on Tuesday night, you need a paper management 
system that makes you see your reminder to "buy soccer 
shoes on Tuesday." It won't help to see it on Wednesday. 

5 
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I grew up on a farm. I remember that as a young girl 
learning to cook, I quickly discovered that while it was 
quite simple to make every dish on the dinner menu, the 
hard part was getting them all on the table at the same 
time, with the potatoes and gravy hot, the rolls warm and 
the salad still molded. That was the real challenge! Paper 
management requires that same skill. 

Most people know how to do most of the individual 
tasks required in personal paper-management-paying 
bills, writing letters, filing papers, 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. 

Developing a personal paper-management system 
takes motivation, time and practice. If you've been shuf­
fling the same piles of paper for months, or even years, it 
will take time to change, and it can be frightening. Accept 
this as "normal" reaction, not an indication that you are 
doing something wrong. 

Digging through a pile of papers can be likened to 
waking a sleeping tiger. We discover papers 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 tempo­
rary respite when we ignore the papers, but constantly in 
the back of our minds is the fear that the tiger will awake 
at any moment 

The results of organizing the paper in your life will 
be more than just uncluttered counters. As one client 
put it, "I was so preoccupied with finding my way through 
the forest that I didn't notice the trees. Organizing my 
paper made it easier for me to identify what is impor­
tant in my life." An effective paper-management system 
will help you control what you do with your time and en­
ergy and create an environment that is supportive of your 
plans and dreams. 

I don't believe that we ever set goals that are too 
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high. Rather, we often allow too little time to reach them. 
Suppose you decide you want to learn to play tennis. You 
can buy the best book on the subject, get the best coach, 
the latest equipment, the most fashionable clothing and 
go to the best court, but you won't be an expert tennis 
player after a few hours-it takes time and practice. 
Learning paper-management skills also takes time, like 
learning any other skill, but you can do it! And it will be 
worth the effort! 

7 
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Answer the 
Tiger's Roar 

Paper management means developing a system that 
fits your personal needs. No matter what your paper man­
agement 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 life style. You may know 
how to handle a particular paper problem, but for various 
reasons you have not done so. Before long, the paper gets 
lost in the shuffle of more papers. You become so bogged 
down in all this paper that you end up not taking the 
appropriate action to end the vicious cycle. 

Successful paper management requires five basic 
ingredients: 

1. Oear picture of desired results 

2. Positive attitude 

3. Sufficient time 

4. Appropriate tooJs 

5. Regular maintenance 

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

A Clear Picture 
The first question I frequently ask a client is ''What 

would success look like?" or ''What will you be able to do 
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when you are organized that you are not doing now?" Or­
ganization 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 organi­
zation 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 organiz­
ing 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 about doing anything with the paper 
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 management Don't worry 
about how other people do it. Just look for techniques that 

C Tribrme Media &rvil:es, lru:. liRprint«l with pennission. 
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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 paper man­
agement, 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!" Paper­
work 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 paper and more time enjoy­
ing the results-in short, taming the paper tiger. 

Tomorrow and Tomorrow 
and Tomorrow 

How many times have you said to yourself: "I'll get 
organized when things calm down/ after I write the re­
port 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 re­
modeled/1'11 do it as soon as I have a block of time-this 
weekend maybe, or over the holidays/when I'm on vaca­
tion/when I retire/tomorrow." 

But the weekend, the holidays, the vacations come 
and go. As soon as one crisis is over (and sometimes be­
fore!), another begins. And the cycle continues. Before you 
know it, you have a desk full of letters you really intended to 
answer and ten months of health insurance claims to sub­
mit. 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). 
And it's April lOth, and you have no idea where your 
income-tax forms 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 tiger in your life, it could be 
a very long wait. 
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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?" "How can I find that recipe I saw in 
Gourm£t magazine when I want it?" ''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 a 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. 

Four Questions to Ask About 
Every Piece of Paper 

1. Do I~ need to keep this? 

2. Where should I keep it? 

3. How long should I keep it? 

4. 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 twentieth century, few people have had an 
opportunity to learn these skills in a formal way. It 
simply is not taught. 

Paper itself is not 
the problem. Paper 
is a symptom of 
a problem. 

Ccmtinued an po.ge 14 

11 



TAMING T H E P A P E R T I G E R 

Paper Management Skills Survey 

When I meet with a new client, the first the questions yourself. Any question that 
thing I do is have the client fill out this gets a 3 or higher indicates an area where 
questionnaire to determine what areas of you need help. The right-hand column 
paper management need work. Answer tells which chapter to tum to. 

Strongly Agree= 1 Agree= 2 Uncertain= 3 Disagree= 4 Strongly Disagree= 5 

Issue Rating See Chapter 

I have an accessible and comfortable place in my home 12345 3 
where I do paperwork. 

I have the "paper-management tools" (stationery, office 12345 3 
supplies, etc.,) that I need. 

I have a calendar system that works for me and my family. 12345 7 

I can easily find names, addresses and phone numbers 12345 9 
when I need them. 

I have a bill-paying system that works for me. 12345 13 

I have a filing system that works for me, and can be 12345 11 
used by others if necessary. 

I can find family records (medical, educational, etc.) 12345 17 
whenever I need them. 

I am comfortable with my record of charitable donations. 12345 13 

I am confident my tax records are adequate for the IRS. 12345 14 

I keep good records of household and automobile repairs 12345 11 
and maintenance. 

I have a large wastebasket I can reach when doing my 12345 3 
paperwork. 

I can find warranties and directions for appliances when 12345 17 
I need them. 

12 
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Strongly Agree= 1 Agree= 2 Uncertain= 3 Disagree= 4 Strongly Disagree= 5 

Issue Rating See Chapter 

I am comfortable with my records of magazine and 12345 22 
newspaper subscriptions. 

I am comfortable with the newspapers and magazines 12345 15 
around my house. 

I like the way my recipes are organized. 12345 19 

I have enough space for books, and can find one 12345 3 
when I want or need it. 

I organize my photographs and other family memorabilia 12345 18 
to my satisfaction. 

I can easily reach the telephone when I am working. 12345 3 

I am comfortable with the amount of time I spend 12345 11 
retrieving information. 

I can find the information I called about when my phone 12345 10 
call is returned. 

I have a "To Do" list system that works for me. 12345 8 

I take some action on a piece of paper every time I 12345 5 
pick it up. 

I am comfortable with the amount of paper I throw away 12345 6 
or recycle. 

I keep up with my letter writing to my satisfaction. 12345 16 

I can find travel information or records whenever 12345 21 
I want them. 

I am comfortable with the way I handle my children's 12345 20 
records and memorabilia. 

13 



Fear is a big reason 
people have difficulty 
deciding what to do 
with their papers. 

.. 

14 

TAMING T H E P A P E R T I G E R 

The pwpose 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 is with the questionnaire on the 
preceding pages. I developed it as the starting point for 
my clients, so get a pencil and let's get going! 

By completing the questionnaire, you'll identify the 
areas of paper management you believe are your weak 
spots; any score of 3 or higher indicates you could use 
some help in that area. Look at the last column of the 
questionnaire to find out the chapters that address your 
weak spots and turn to them. 

Each chapter is complete within itself. 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 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 deci­
sion will be proven wrong, you'll regret your decision, or 
that someone will be disappointed or hurt by your deci­
sion. You ask yourself: ''What if I get audited by the IRS 
and I don't have what I need?" ''What if I throw some­
thing 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 wind up needing later on. But here are the facts: 1) If 
your paper tiger is big enough, you can't find most of 
your paper anyway; and 2) Almost everything is replace­
able. You can probably get another copy if you really 
need to, and, if you don't reaUy need to, then it probably 
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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 twenty minutes a day, three times a week, I will feel 
better, look better and live longer-but that does not 
make me ride my bicycle or jog with my daughter. 

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 some­
thing about his paper tiger when the penalty on his over­
due 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 sys­
tem that works for you. No doubt you know that already, or 
you wouldn't be reading this. Taming the Paper Tiger will 
give you answers to questions and guidelines to use that 
will help you form your own system for managing the 
paper tiger in your life. The rest is up to you. 
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Get Centered 

It's Monday. You arrive home from work or from the 
afternoon soccer carpool feeling exhausted and rushed to 
get to a 7:30 p.m. meeting. You grab the mail out of the 
box and glance at it while you drink a quick cup of coffee. 

You begin making piles on the kitchen table: one for 
trash because there isn't a wastebasket within reach; one 
for bills you need to pay; another for things you want to 
read. Before you can get through all the mail, the phone 
rings. You answer it. By the time you finish your conversa­
tion, it's time for dinner. You scoop everything up--trash 
and all, since there isn't time to determine which pile is 
which-and put it in the bay window. 

On Tuesday you sit down in the family room to read 
the mail. The children are watching 1V, and you want to 
spend a little time with them before dinner. The routine is 
the same as the day before. You get distracted. But this 
time the pile goes on the coffee table. 

On Wednesday the mail winds up on the table beside 
your bed because you want to talk to your spouse before 
your business trip. 

By the end of the week, you have several piles of mail 
around the house, half-opened, half-read and cluttering 
every room. But you can't find the bill you planned to pay 
yesterday or the tickets that you need for the game tonight! 

The first step in solving your paper-management 
problem at home is to establish a location where you 
will routinely handle all paperwork. (Of course, if 
you're trying to get control of the paper in your office, 
you already have a location, but it may be hidden by the 
paper! You can start solving your problems there by or­
ganizing the desk as you would the one you need at 
home.) If you want to tame that tiger, you have to start 
by putting him in a cage. 
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I strongly urge you to set up a permanent center for 
your paperwork that will be available to you at all times. 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 mcgor 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 peo­
ple have a specific location devoted to the handling of 
paper. Yet most people spend as much or more time han­
dling paper than they do preparing food! 

Just taking your mail to a central place will eliminate 
scattered piles of paper, misplaced bills and checks, and for­
gotten 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 file cabinet 

"How can that be so important?" you may ask. Have 
you ever tried to repot a plant in the kitchen sink using a 
tablespoon because you didn't feel like going to the base­
ment to get the proper tool? Have you ruined a jacket try­
ing to remove a spot on your suit without the proper 
cleaner? It's no different from the many times you opened 
an invitation to a party that you wouldn't dream of miss­
ing, but procrastinated about RSVPing because the tele­
phone was in the other room. Have you mailed a bill a 
week later than you planned to because you kept forget­
ting to buy stamps? 

When I was a child growing up on a Nebraska fann, 
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 

Choose Your Paper Place 

The first thing to consider in choosing a place for 
handling your papers 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 

Half the banle in 
gening any job done 
is having the 
right tool. 
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the mainstream of family activity, the family room may be 
an excellent location. But maybe you're easily distracted 
or you'd like a quiet place to go to after a hectic day at 

A Note About Sharing 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Although our mothers taught us that sharing 
was an admirable thing, when it comes to a desk, 
it is seldom workable unless both partners are re­
ally willing to work at it. Sharing a desk requires 
communication, flexibility, and discipline. It's 
often easier and more effective to create a sec­
ond workspace, giving the most desirable spot to 
the person who spends the most time at the desk. 

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 dis­
like your work area. So do 
whatever you can to make it a 

place you like to be. Get a radio or tape player 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 din­
ing room table. Others have no option but to use these 
tables because of space constraints. However, if at all possi­
ble, establish a permanent location that can be used exclu­
sively for managing your paper. 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 arrange­
ment you designate for your work center? You bet it 
does! Some desks simply do not work for you. The key 
word is "functional." 

Many homes 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 work space, and the numerous cubbyholes soon 
become catch-alls for unidentified papers. If you are going 



CHAPTER 3 GET CENTERED 

to use such a desk, be sure to label the various compart­
ments: 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. The best way to use a secre­
tary is to designate it for a particular paper project, such as 
personal correspondence. 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 
note paper and stationery there, or at least a supply of any 
different styles you may use, as well as any greeting cards 
you have purchased. Put letters you want to answer in one 
spot. When the pile starts to build up, you know it's time to 
make an appointment with yourself to write letters. Put 
your favorite picture postcards there as well. You will be 
able to answer a letter, write a quick thank you note, or 
send a birthday card in the five minutes you have before 
the taxi comes or before you drive the carpool. 

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 even if your space is limited there are 
numerous possibilities. 

One creative and practical solution is to buy a large 
butcher block top or a piece of plywood and place it across 
two file cabinets. This creates a nice size work area-with 
plenty of file space for the average home. 

To hold supplies such as stamps, paper, clips, pens, 
etc., consider buying one file cabinet that has two small 
drawers and one file-depth drawer. You could also look in 
home- and office-organizing stores and mail-order catalogs 
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 

If you are particularly 
fond of the desk or 
it has sentimental 
significance, this will 
be an advantage. 
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cleaning supplies, or get more decorative and pick up 
some small acrylic, wood or brass organizers. 

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 

An Office in a Closet 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
If you live in a small apartment, 

condominium or house, finding a place you can 
call your own to do paperwork may require 
some creative thinking. One client solved the 
problem by turning her front hall closet into an 
office so she could organize her paper as soon 
as she walked in the front door. She put in a 
small file cabinet, a large wastebasket, a bulletin 
board, and some "cubby holes" to sort her bills, 
reading material, filing etc. A counter-high table 
with a stool where she could sit to sort her mail 
completed the scene, and solved a problem she 
had struggled with for 20 years. The large 
double-door closets found in the bedrooms of 
many new homes work very well, and may be 
the perfect solution for you. 

time setting up her paper­
management system. She un­
derstood it and liked it, yet 
she never seemed to get 
things done-until we dis­
covered the root of the prob­
lem. Her arthritic neck 
always hurt when she sat at 
the desk. As soon as we pur­
chased an adjustable chair, 
the neckache disappeared. 

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

A major factor in man-
aging paper is an effective fil­

ing system. (For detailed discussion, see Chapter 11.) A 
file 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. 

There is a variety of filing equipment on the 
market-other than the traditional metal file cabinet­
ranging from inexpensive cardboard boxes to costly 
acrylic file cabinets on rollers. The latter type are excellent 
choices 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. Most 

Continued on page 22 
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Essential Tools and Supplies for Any Office 

Here's a checklist of supplies no well­
organized office or work area should be 
without. We'll discuss the importance of 
having the right tool later in the book, and 
certainly office supplies fall into that cate­
gory. What happens when you clip a maga­
zine article for your files, and when you go 
to staple it, discover you are out of staples? 
You're frustrated. At that point you can 

• Telephone 
Obvious? Perhaps, but you have a variety 
of phone types and features to choose 
from, many of which could enhance 
productivity. 

• ''In Box," for items you haven't looked at 

• "Out Box," for items to be mailed or given 
to someone else. 

• ''To Fde Box," for items to be filed in draw­
ers you can't reach from your chair. 

• Container for writing utensils, unless 
you'd rather keep them in your drawer. 
In addition to pens and pencils, they 
should include: 

-highlighter 

-felt-tipped pen for handwriting 
file labels 

-thick marker for marking boxes 

-different colored pens for 
calendar notations 

• Rotary card file and extra cards, unless you 
prefer an electronic "card file" on your 
computer or portable electronic organizer. 

• Calendar, (paper or electronic) 

• Stapler and staple remover 

make a special trip to get staples (a waste of 
time when you could have made one trip to 
pick up many supplies, avoiding lots of "spe­
cial trips"). Or, you have to fold the comer 
together as a poor substitute for a staple 
(the pages fall apart). Wouldn't it be sim­
pler to just make sure you have an extra box 
of staples? 

• Labelmaker (worth considering for files, 
shelves and doors) 

• Oock 

• Ruler 

• Magnifying glass, if you need to read very 
small print 

• Correction fluid, even if you're "computer­
ized," there are bound to be times when 
you'll need it 

• Stationery supplies, including: 
-business-sized stationery and envelopes 
-mailing envelopes of various sizes 
-postcards 
-notecards 
-Post-it notes 
-return address labels 
-file folders and labels 

• Stamps 

•Tape 

• Scissors 

• Rubberbands 

• Paperclips and binderclips 

• Wastebasket/Recycling box 
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types of files are found in office-supply stores and mail­
order catalogs. 

If you plan to type and can afford the space, leave 
your typewriter out at all times. It often takes longer to get 
out the typewriter than it does to type the letter! 

If you have a computer, decide whether it should 
be located in your work area or someplace else, so that 
you can still work while other members of the family use 
the computer. 

Have a telephone within easy reach of your work area, 
even if it means putting a 25-foot cord on the phone in the 
next room or buying a cordless phone. You will be amazed 
at how many pieces of paper you can eliminate immediate­
ly by making a phone call when you first open your mail. 

If you are right-handed, you will probably want the 
phone on your left so that you're free to write while talking 
on the phone. If you're short on desk space, consider a 
wall phone, but be sure to get one with the buttons and 
the on/ off switch on the handset so you can make several 
calls while sitting at your desk. In this day and age, an an­
swering machine is standard equipment for most homes, 
although you might want to keep it in the kitchen (see 
Chapter 19). 

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 
work space. I use a beautifully handcrafted ceramic one 
that I purchased on a vacation and which evokes pleasant 
memories each time I look at it 

You will also need a ''To Sort" tray (see Chapter 5) lo­
cated on or within easy reach of your desk to collect the pa­
pers that require your action when you are ready to work. 

Other pieces of equipment you may find helpful are a 
calculator, a postage scale and a bulletin board. Be careful 
about that last one! For many people, a bulletin board sim­
ply becomes a catch-all for postponed decisions. To avoid 
that, identify it for a specific purpose, such as upcoming invi­
tations, greeting cards, or other mementos you've received 
(to be changed when they become tired-looking), messages 
to family members, or an envelope system for credit card re­
ceipts and bank deposit records (see Chapter 13). 
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Last, but not least, a large wastebasket 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 wastebasket than a small one, so choose carefully! If 
you generate a lot of paper that is considered recyclable, 
consider two baskets, a large one for the paper and a small­
er one for incidental waste. 

Basic Supplies 

Once you have all the mcyor equipment you need, 
concentrate on getting the necessary desk supplies. Noth­
ing is more annoying than discovering you've run out of 
staples, or to find a bill you thought was paid a week ago 
buried in the bottom of your purse or briefcase because 
you didn't have a stamp when you needed it 

Be wary of clutter such as pens that don't write well, 
paperweights you don't like or use, or drawers full of for­
gotten ol?jects. If your desk is filled with things you don't 
use, start over! Get a box and empty the contents of your 
desk into them, keeping only those items you use or enjoy 
seeing in your work area. 

If you have everything you feel you will need, the first 
step on the road to effective paper management is com­
plete. Congratulations! That tiger will be purring in no time. 

23 



CHAPTER 

F 0 u R 

24 

The Keys 
to the 

You have drawers full of unidentified papers, sho}T 
ping bags crammed with papers shoved under the bed, 
boxes overflowing with unread magazines stuffed in the 
closet. Perhaps you haven't eaten on the dining room 
table for a week because of the papers piled there. At 
work, your office is similarly cluttered. You want to end 
this vicious cycle, and you're encouraged by what you've 
read so far. (Yes, there is hope for you, too!) But you may 
be wondering where to begin. 

Who's Controlling Whom? 

A clean desk isn't important or necessary to every­
one, but the ability to find information when you need it 
is. Perhaps you're afraid that if you clean off your desk or 
kitchen counter, you'll forget what it is you need to do or 
never be able to find the papers again. Have you ever 
been late to an important business meeting because the 
memo announcing it was not where you thought it was 
and you had to spend fifteen minutes looking for it? If 
so, then the paper is controlling you instead of you con­
trolling the paper. 

The solution to this problem is a paper-management 
system. But how do you develop such a system? 

A cluttered desk indicates a pattern of postponed 
decisions. The paper-management system described in 
the next seven chapters will assist you in deciding where 
your paper should go. Whether you're trying to orga­
nize your home or your office, this system will help you 
accomplish the following objectives: 
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1. Eliminate unnecessary paper. 

2. Avoid generating unnecessary paper. 

3. Establish a location for essential paper. 

4. Create a method for easy retrieval of paper. 

When you have no paper-management system or 
when the system you do have isn't working, the un­
avoidable problems of paper in the 20th Century are 
compounded. You soon discover that you are writing 
notes about notes you have already written because you 
are afraid you won't find the first one. Your calendar is 
bulging with notices of special events you're thinking 
of going to but you fail to find the notes until the event 
is over. You spend hours looking for that crucial piece 
of paper that you know you put someplace special but 
end up calling to get a duplicate because it is nowhere 
to be found. 

Forget about the Backlog 

When I first started as an organizing consultant 
and was faced with a huge backlog of client's papers, I 
thought that I should work with the client to eliminate 
that backlog first and then develop a system. 

It didn't take long to realize that effective paper 
management means developing a system to stop feeling 
guilty over yesterday's pile and do something about 
today's. Instead of starting with the boxes that you never 
unpacked from your last move, last year's magazines 
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that you never read, or even the unopened mail from 
last month, start with today's mail! 

The Magnificent Seven 

In my experience, every piece of paper in your life 
can be managed effectively by putting the piece of paper, 
or the information on it, into one of seven places: 

1. "To Sort" Tray 

2. Wastebasket 

3. Calendar 

4. "To Do" List 

5. Rotary Telephone File/Phone Book 

6. Action File 

7. Reference File 

Perhaps you're saying to yourself, "That's far too 
regimented for me. I could never do that!" 

The fact is you can. I've worked with dozens of 
clients who thought my system would never work, but they 
discovered they can adapt it to meet their particular style. 

Keep in mind the benefits of using the system. 
Imagine how it will feel to be able to clean off the 
kitchen counter when company is coming-and know 
that you will be able to find the credit card bill again 
tomorrow. Think of how much frustration-and em­
barrassment-you'll avoid when you're able to spend 
two minutes retrieving the directions to a business 
meeting instead of fifteen minutes trying to reach your 
client to get them again. 

You will discover not only that it is possible to control 
the paper in your life, but the rewards greatly enhance the 
quality of your daily life. 

Remember that today's mail is tomorrow's 
pile. Take today's mail to your paper-management 
center, and begin now to develop your own paper­
management system. 



Sort It Out 

Deciding where to begin is, for many people, the 
biggest paper-management stumbling block. One day you 
look at the top of the desk and decide that the situation 
has gone far enough. You're tired oflooking at the piles of 
paper and spending hours sifting through them looking 
for important information. So you start with one pile, but 
before long, you come across some papers you don't feel 
like acting on or can't decide what to do with for one rea­
son or another. You put down that pile and start with 
another. The same thing happens. 

Before you know it, three hours have passed and the 
only thing that has changed is the clock, which said 9:00 
when you began and now says 12:00. You feel even more 
discouraged! 

For now, ignore all those old piles. The time will 
come to deal with them, and you will become more skilled 
at doing it as you practice. 

To Sort Short 

Begin by putting today's mail, or whatever pile of 
papers you wish to organize, into your ''To Sort" tray. Don't 
feel that the "To Sort" tray has to be a tray. A box, bin, 
basket, shelf, or just a designated spot on a desk or table 
will do nicely. 

Many people refer to this as their "In Box," but I shy 
away from the term. Often people are not clear about the 
meaning of"In," and I find mail weeks or even years old in 
the bottom of their "In Box." Soon it becomes a hiding 
place for postponed decisions or undesirable tasks. 

The "To Sort" tray is a temporary spot for papers that 
you have not yet identified (sorted out), i.e., the mail you 
grabbed out of the box, papers given to you by other 

CHAPTER 

F I V E 
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family members, papers picked up at a meeting or taken 
out of your own briefcase. In fact, at home you may need to 
have a "To Sort" tray on each floor to transport papers 
from purses, pockets, drawers, etc. to your desk for action. 

''Well," you say, "there's nothing so special about that 
I already have sixteen "To Sort" piles all around the house. 
There's even one in the bathroom! And I've got half a 
dozen on my desk at work. I'm very good at "To Sort" 
piles!" Here's where the discipline comes in. To make the 
"To Sort" tray work for you, you must learn to: 

1. Sort short Be prepared to keep your papers in this tem­
porary resting spot a short time only. 

2. Use your "To Sort" spot consistently. 

The trick to changing your habits and making this 
system work is to do the sorting frequently, before the 
next pile begins. Your "To Sort" tray is the place for papers 
to rest until you can get to the sorting. If it is becoming a 
permanent home, you are not sorting often enough. 
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Once Isn't Always Enough ... 

You may have heard the expression, "Handle a 
piece of paper only once." For the majority of the people 
I know, this is impossible. I think it is possible and desir­
able, however, to handle a piece of paper only once more 
after it has been placed in the "To Sort" tray. Remember, 
the "To Sort" tray is a temporary resting place. The paper 
should stay there just long enough for you to determine 
what you need to do with it next. In some cases, it will go 
directly into the wastebasket (see Chapter 6) or you will 
want to take immediate action, so one handling will be 
enough. But in many cases, you will move it from "To 
Sort" into another part of your paper-management 
system. Chapters 7 through 11 describe in detail the five 
places your paper might belong in the system. 
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Master the 
Art of 

Waste bas _____ _ 

When you're ready to attack the contents of your 
"To Sort" tray, the first objective is to eliminate any paper 
that's easily identifiable as unnecessary. It is not accidental 
that the wastebasket comes at the top end of the paper­
management system; if you can learn to toss unneeded 
paper as soon as you encounter it, you're on your way 
toward effective paper management 

My experience has shown that we never use roughly 
80% of the paper we collect! Years of dealing with people 
and their paper have convinced me that the ability to 
achieve goals is directly related to a willingness to use the 
wastebasket. And there's no doubt that, in the long run, 
your stress level will decrease as the amount of paper in 
your wastebasket increases. 

When I first began my career as a professional orga­
nizing consultant, I had nightmares that a distressed or 
irate client would call after I had helped them eliminate 
some of the paper in their life. In 18 years, it has never 
happened! There areveryfewpieces ofpaperwe can't live 
without, and most of us would improve the quality of our 
lives significantly if we eliminated a lot more. 

Enough Is Enough 

But even before we deal with effective use of the 
wastebasket, let's consider ways to reduce the amount of 
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paper that gets to you in the first place. Just about every 
day a new torrent of paper enters our lives--newspapers, 
magazines, mail-order catalogs, bills, requests for dona­
tions, canceled checks, memos, reminders, invitations, 
school papers, personal correspondence, and probably the 
most frustrating of all, ·~unk mail." 

Whenever you place an order from a catalog or re­
quest information about a product or a service, you can be 
certain your name will be passed on to other companies. 
Even the telephone-directory companies sell mailing lists! 

If you have difficulty throwing away ·~unk mail" or 
would prefer not to have to, you can eliminate 40% of your 
junk mail with one letter. Write to: 

Mail Preference Service 
Direct Marketing Association 
P.O. Box 9008 
Farmingdale, NY 11735-9008 

Ask them to remove your name from their direct mail 
lists. Your name and address will be registered on the Di­
rect Marketing Association's "Delete File" which is pub­
lished four times a year. So it could take three months or 
more to see any results. Your name will remain there for 
five years--unless you order something else and forget to 
say "Please do not sell, rent or trade my name." 

Other ways you can reduce the amount of mail you 
get include: 

• Many applications and order forms contain a box you 
can check if you do not wish to be put on the other mail­
ing lists. Check the box! Or use a preprinted label or rub­
ber stamp that reads: "Do not use, sell, rent or transfer 
my name on any mailing lists!" 

• Create a form letter and send to all the organizations 
whose mailings you'd rather not receive at home or at 
the office and ask them to remove your name from 
their data bases. 

• Be very careful about giving out your name, business ad­
dress, and phone number. If you do, request that your 
name be placed on an "in-house list" only. 
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• Avoid the Post Office's change of address system when 
moving. Unless you want the Post Office selling your 
name over and over again, send your own postcards. 

• If you return warranty cards, add a note saying that you 
want your name kept private. (You are covered by the 
manufacturer's warranty whether you return the card or 
not The only reason to return a card is to find out about 
product recalls. Provide only your name, address and 
product's serial number. If you check that you are inter­
ested in computers, you are sure to hear from computer 
companies! 

• Don't enter any sweepstakes. 

For even more ideas to stop unwanted mail, send $3 
to Good Advice Press, Elizaville, NY 12523 and request a 
copy of Stop Junk Mail Ffffever. 

Unfortunately, there is no guaranteed way to elimi­
nate all you don't want, but the above steps will be a start 
In the meantime, keep practicing your "art of waste bas­
ketry" skills! 

The overwhelming m£Yority of papers you receive in 
the mail will eventually end up in the garbage anyway. The 
issue is whether or not they will first be allowed to collect 
dust in your home. 

"Do I Really Need This?" 

Now back to the wastebasket. Each day brings a 
world of opportunities-frequent-flyer bonus offers, 
entertainment and educational opportunities, infor­
mation about new services and stores, magazines with 
articles you want to save (travel, hobbies, recipes, etc.). 
But to take advantage of any of these opportunities, 
you need to be able to retrieve the appropriate infor­
mation at the right moment. 

Uncontrolled information is a burden, not are­
source. Piles of magazines with interesting, informative 
articles soon become dust collectors that take up space 
and create guilt. A collection of information on health 
and exercise equipment soon takes up as much space as 
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an exercise bicycle, but does nothing to help you increase 
stamina or lose weight 

Get tough. Take each piece of paper and analyze it by 
asking each of the following questions. This may be diffi­
cult at first, but after a while you'll run through the ques­
tions automatically, and you will actually begin to enjoy 
throwing papers out I play a game with myself to see how 
many papers I can get in the wastebasket before they even 
make it to the desk! Here are the questions to ask yourself: 

1. Did I ask for this information? 
Much of the information we receive is sent to us auto­

matically because of computer mailing lists, or friends or 
relatives send us articles they think might interest us. 

2. Is this the only place the information is 
available? 

Is it in a book you already have? For example, infor­
mation about taking care of geraniums might also be in a 
book you have on plant care. Would it be easy enough to 
get the information from the library or a colleague if you 
decided you really needed it? Do you have an audio or 
video tape with the same information? Is the information 
stored in your computer or on a disk? 

3. Is the information recent enough to be useful? 
A two-year-old restaurant directory is of limited value. 

A mailing list for a party given four years ago will be highly 
inaccurate. 

4. Can I identify the specific circumstances 
when I would want this information? 

just in case" is not a sufficient answer. If you cannot 
identify how you would use the information, it is unlikely 
that you would remember that you have it or be able to 
find it. Keep in mind Hemphill's Principle: ''Ifyou don't 
knuw you have i~ ar you can~ find it, it is of NO value to you. " 

5. Are there any tax or legal implications? 
Would the IRS request this information in the event 
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of an audit? Is there any possibility of a lawsuit related to 
this information? 

If the answer to all the above questions is "No," but 
you're still reluctant to throw that piece of paper away, then 
ask this question: 

6. What's the worst possible thing that could 
happen if I didn't have this piece of paper? 

If you can live with the consequences, toss the paper 
immediately! 

Remember: Always open your mail next to the "circu­
lar file" -the wastebasket It will make it easier for you to 
toss things out, and throwing the paper on the floor beside 
you would only make extra work! Always ask yourself, "Do I 
really need or want to keep this?" 

In the first few months of my career as an organizing 
consultant, I was hired by a highly respected professional to 
organize her condominium. When I opened her door, I 
was shocked to see piles of paper, several feet deep, sur­
rounded by small piles of paper that were obviously multi­
ple attempts to "get organized." Before long, she confessed 
that she had finally succumbed to calling me because, 
when the condominium association sent someone to do a 
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routine spraying for insects he reported that her home had 
been ransacked! Since that incident, I have met dozens of 
people who have not had guests in their homes for years 
because they were too embarrassed by their piles of paper. 
Don't let that happen to you. 

Recycling 

I would be remiss if I did not discuss the issue of 
recycling in effective paper-management techniques. 
There are a variety of recycling opportunities, from 
recycling individual types of paper such as newspapers 
and white paper to recycling magazines by giving them 
to organizations or individuals that will put them to 
good use. One client of mine had stacks of beautiful 
art-related magazines in her office. She admitted that 
she never read them but could not bear to part with 
them-until we found a group shipping magazines to 
libraries in Poland. It was quite a sight seeing her red 
Jaguar stuffed with magazines with just enough room 
for the driver! 
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Your Calendar 

You can eliminate a considerable amount of paper 
from your desks (home and office), dresser tops, mirrors, 
purses and wallets simply by using your calendar effectively. 
The key here is to get into the habit of extrapolating the 
information you need from the paper, entering it on your 
calendar, and then throwing out the pieces of paper or, if 
you really think you'll need the information in the future, 
filing it away. 

Calendars used in the way I'll describe in this chap­
ter not only help eliminate paper clutter, but also the 
mind clutter that comes from having to remember too 
many details and dates at one time. 

Your "Master Calendar" 

It wasn't so long ago that keeping track of our 
schedules was fairly simple. Husbands went off to work 
and kept their business schedules at the office. If an 
after-work business appointment needed to be made, 
the husband-ideally-called home first to be sure there 
was no conflict. Wives kept the home running smoothly, 
keeping track of the kids' schedules and making sure 
social engagements weren't missed. 

Life is not so simple anymore. Now men are much 
more concerned with being involved fathers, too. They 
want to know when the next soccer game will be, what 
time their child's play will begin, and when the child has 
no school and will have to go to the office with dad. 

And of course it's not just the husband who's out in 
the work force. More and more American fumilies have 
both partners off to work each day-and both of them 
must keep their own schedules while trying not to create 
conflicts with each other's. Scheduling becomes even 
more complicated for people who have divorced. 
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The most effective paper managers I know have a 
"master calendar" on which all commitments-both 
business and personal for all family members-are 
recorded. If you're fortunate enough that you can keep 
your business life separate from your personal life, you 
can keep one calendar at the office and another at 
home. But if you're like most people, you'll need the 
combined business/personal "master calendar," which 
you might keep at home or in the office-or perhaps it 
will be a portable one that you carry with you in a brief­
case, your suitjacket pocket or purse. 

You may ask, "How important is it to carry my calen­
dar with me?" If you do not already carry a calendar with 
you, one way to determine whether it would be helpful 
for you is to keep track for several days of how many times 
you would have referred to your calendar if you had it 
with you. 

In addition to your master calendar, you may need 
other calendars for specific functions. For example, I 
have a calendar on the wall of my office which shows my 
travel schedule. But don't get caught in the trap of having 
more calendars than you can manage. The key to the suc­
cess of more than one calendar is to identify clearly the 
specific purpose of each. 

"This is fun, but if you got organized, I'm sure you could find your driver's license. " 
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Coordinating Your Schedule 

A m<gor complication of calendars is coordination. 
Keeping associates and family members informed of 
changing commitments is an ongoing challenge. 

If you need to coordinate 
calendars with someone at 

Symbols for your Calendar 
work, develop a consistent sys­
tem appropriate for your 
circumstances. For example, if 
you make some appointments 
and your assistant makes oth­
ers for you, agree on when and 
how you will communicate 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
The following are some abbreviations I use on 
my calendar to help remind me of what I'm to 
do. As you think of others that you could use, 
add them to the list! 

C Call changes. One possibility is for 

CW Calls Waiting (they will call me) your assistant to check your 
calendar each morning. A 
client of mine pastes a few 
one-inch removable notes in 
the back of his calendar and 
uses them to note appoint-

D See "Discuss" Action File 

P See "Project" Action File 

H See "Hold" Action File 

LM Left message 

NA Noanswer 
ments he makes. Then he sticks 
them on his assistant's desk as 
he goes by. 

Most families find it crucial to hang a calendar in 
some strategic location in their house to communicate in­
formation that affects the family, such as travel and sports 
schedules, family celebrations or doctors' appointments. 
Many people put their calendar on the refrigerator, since 
everyone ends up there sooner or later! 

Put Your Calendar to Work 

Here's how it works. Let's say you receive a meet­
ing notice in the mail. Frequently you can enter the 
information-time, place, telephone number-directly 
into your calendar and throw the notice away. If there is 
more essential information on the notice than what will 
fit in your calendar, such as an agenda, directions, etc., 
you can note the name of the meeting in your calendar 
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and put the notice itself into "Hold" (see Chapter 10). 
Put an "H" beside the notation in your calendar, so you 
will know that further information can be found in 
your "Hold" file. (For some other handy abbreviations I 
use on my calendar, see the list on page 38.) 

Suppose you read in the newspaper about a con­
cert you would like to attend, if you get home from work 
in time and if there are no other family obligations. Put 
the date of the concert in your calendar-in pencil­
both on the day by which you must buy tickets and on 
the day of the event. If you simply leave the notice on 
your desk so that you won't forget, you are likely to han­
dle that piece of paper dozens of times and still not at­
tend the concert. 

If you've written a letter or memo to someone and 
you need to get a reply in two weeks, make a note to your­
selfin your calendar, "Heard from john?" 

You can see that you can use your calendar not only 
as an appointment calendar but as a tool for effective 
follow-up. If there are specific materials you want to 
remember to check when you follow up, make a note of 
that directly in your calendar. 

Make an Appointment 
with Yourself 

I n my experience, the people who are most success­
ful in managing their time and accomplishing their goals 
are those who make appointments with themselves. I've 
found the most effective way to organize my life is to sit 
down every Sunday evening and identify the most impor­
tant things I want to accomplish in the week ahead and 
note them in my calendar. Whenever you choose to do it, 
do it regularly. And when you do, determine the specific 
tasks you want to accomplish in various areas of your life. 
For example, if you are trying to improve your exercise 
habits, decide what days of the week you will exercise, and 
where and how you will do it 

You can also use your calendar to make notes to 
remind yourself to check on specific issues. For example, 

You can use your 
calendar not only 
as an appointment 
calendar but as a 
tool for effective 
follow-up. 
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you're at a meeting and you agree to complete a certain 
task. Make a quick calculation about when you need to 
begin work and write a note to yourself on your calendar, 
if you carry it with you. If you don't, put an asterisk be­
side your note to remind you to enter the information in 
your calendar when you return home or to the office. In 
this way you avoid creating additional pieces of paper 
and you will be reminded at exactly the right time. 

If there is a specific task you need to do for yourself 
(for example, clean out your file drawer or spend some 
time on your "To Read" pile-see Chapter 15), make an 
appointment with yourself, just as you would with some­
one else. 

Some people are hesitant to use this approach 
because they don't want to become too compulsive. They 
shudder to think of themselves talking to a friend and 
having to say, "I need to go now. I have to catch up on my 
reading!" I'm not suggesting such inflexibility! 

Using your calendar as a time-management tool 
helps you to be realistic about your time. If you have 
blocked out an hour to write the minutes from your last 
committee meeting and you decide you would rather do 
something else or you have to take your child to the doc­
tor, you can realistically decide on your options for that 
given day. You can write the minutes while you are waiting 
at the doctor's office or block out time later in the week. 
But do make sure you keep your commitment to yourself 
in one way or another! 

PH rtl'l PURSE, I 
IIIILL NOW lla&IINIZE THE ~000 
SCRIIP& Of PAPER FRO/WI 111'11 

SO I CIIN DO trN TIIX RETURIIl! 

ONCE IIG/11111, IIIOMEIIITUm 
SCREECHE!I TO II HIILT IAIHEI\l 
I GET TO THE ONE TIIIHG THAT 
11~01\lE EL~ flliLL EUEil. 

OR CARE ABOUT ••• 
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Choose Your Calendar Wisely 

There are hundreds of calendars on the market and 
choosing one can be frustrating. Why? Well, many calendars 
are so complicated that you have to take a training course to 
learn how to use them. Keep in 
mind that just because a compa-
ny includes something in a 
calendar doesn't mean you have 
to use it! 

You should consider a 
few things when you select 
your calendar. If you use your 
calendar as I've described, you 
need to select one with plenty 
of writing space. Of course, 
this will mean a larger calen­
dar, and, if you don't regularly 
carry a purse or a briefcase, 
you may feel this is not practi-

Use Only What lOu Need 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
I once sat next to a woman on a airplane who 

was holding a beautiful leather-bound calendar 
with her name inscribed in gold. She suddenly 
let out a big sigh. "Is something wrong?" I asked. 
"I must be hopeless," she said. "My husband 
bought me this beautiful calendar, and I don't 
even know what to do with it!" We spent the next 
hour assessing her needs-and eliminated half of 
the pages in the calendar. 

cal and you will have to make adjustments. One alterna­
tive to give you additional writing space is to use the 
removable notes, which can be affixed to your calendar 
and removed when you have completed the tasks. 

Format is the second factor to consider. Do you 
need to see each day, the month, the whole year, or a 
combination? 

My experience is that the best paper managers use a 
combination-a weekly calendar for short-term plan­
ning, and a monthly or yearly one for long-term plan­
ning, and for recording "non-negotiable" appointments 
and reminders, such as travel schedule and children's 
birthdays. 

I don't think I've ever met anyone who has found 
the "perfect" calendar. I hear comments such as, "This 
calendar is great, except it's too big," or "There isn't 
enough writing space." With your calendar, as with many 
things in life, you can have anything you want, but not 
everythingyou want. Many of my clients combine the best 
parts of two calendars. 

Continued on page 44 
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A Look at My Calendar , 

Here's a sample of my calendar. I use 
the yearly section for an overview of what 
lies ahead (last six months shown below). 
Abbreviations and short descriptions let 
me know where I'll be (Boston on the 
7th, for example), family schedules (I use 
a different color pencil for each family 

member), and important events (Pat H. 
birthday on 4th). Appointments, daily "to 
do's" and projects go in the weekly sec­
tion (left-hand page shown opposite) 
under my different roles. Expense nota­
tions are on the right-hand page not 
shown here. 
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WEEKLY LISTS OF ACTIVITIES BY CATEGORIES 
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I use an 8 W' x 11" Planner Pad®. There's a tw<rpage 
yearly calendar in the front that gives me room for long­
range planning and provides just enough space for me to 

write key words such as a 

Posted: $50 Reward 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
The following is inside the front of my calen­

dar: "$50 Reward for Return. If found, please 
return to (my name, address and number)." 
Once you've used your calendar as I've described, 
you too will offer a reward for its safe return! 

client's name, the city where 
I'll be, my son's birthday, etc. 

The rest of the Planner 
Pad® is made up of a series of 
two facing pages for each week. 
The pages are divided into 
three sections. The bottom 
third is for specific appoint­
ments Monday through Sun-
day frorri 7:00 a.m.-9:00 p.m. 

(I like the long hours, since I can easily include breakfast 
and dinner appointments.) The middle third I use for my 
daily "to do" lists-phone calls, reminders, etc. The top 
third is what I use on Sunday evening to identify my priori­
ties for the week in each of the areas of my life. There's 
room at the bottom of the right-hand page for me to note 
deductible expenses. This format is particularly pleasing 
when Uncle Sam calls! 

To increase usability, I purchased stick-on tabs to 
identify specific months of the year, and peel-off pockets 
for the front and back covers to hold receipts, business 
cards, etc. I cut off the comer of the page at the end of 
the week. 

The back of the Planner Pad® has pages which I use 
for my "to do" lists (more about that in Chapter 8.) 

For a look at how my Planner Pad® calendar works, 
see pages 42 and 43. (To receive free Planner Pad® infor­
mation, call 402-592-0676 or fax 402-592-1906 and 
mention this book.) 

Electronic Calendar Keeping 

The increase in the availability and capability of 
electronic calendars is mindboggling. If you are totally 
comfortable with electronics, you may find a portable 
electronic calendar that you can carry in your pocket or 
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briefcase a perfect solution. 
The PIM (Personal Information Manager) products 

have a growing number of options including a 
calendar, an address book, note-taking modules, alarms, 
task managers, phone logs, e-mail and even fax capability. 

Many of my clients find that a hard-copy calendar 
works just fine. One attorney I know carries a pocket cal­
endar in which he notes all appointments that will occur 
outside his office, such as meal or evening and out-of­
town appointments. He tracks all other appointments in 
his computer calendar. 

The bottom line is that what you decide to do is not 
nearly as important as doing it consistently! 
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Your 
''To Do'' lists 

Does this sound familiar? You're trying to go to sleep 
and you suddenly remember, "Oh, I never called my insur­
ance company to take John off the automobile policy!" Or, 
while driving home from the hardware store, you realize 
you forgot to get that extra house key the cleaning service 
has needed for the past month. 

Experiences like these are the basis for the piles of 
notes scratched on the back of empty envelopes, on the 
corner of the newspaper or on any scrap of paper that hap­
pens to be lying around. Many of the pieces of paper in the 
piles around the house and scattered over our desks at 
work are there to serve as reminders of things we want to 
do at some point in the future-tomorrow, next week, or 
maybe not until we retire! 

To Do or Not To Do 

The purpose of the "To Do" list is to provide a consis­
tent place to compile notes to yourself, and in so doing to 
eliminate many pieces of paper from your life. Dorothy 
Sarnoff, Chairman of Speech Dynamics, Inc., calls such a 
list "a depository for your thoughts." 

Some people decry the whole idea, feeling that if 
they write something down they might absolve themselves 
from doing it! In fact, making a list of the things you need 
to do is the first step to developing a goal-setting technique 
that is essential for effective life management. 

One of the m.Yor joys of a "To Do" list is crossing 
items off when they are completed. I put a check by the 
items I have completed on the daily "To Do" list. I always 
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check the list from the two previous days. If I didn't get it 
done in three days, I try to figure out why, and what I can 
do about it One client admitted that periodically he makes 
lists of things he's already done just so he can cross them 
offi In fact, I have discovered that if you spend a day deal­
ing with crisis after crisis, and nothing on your "To Do" list 
gets checked off, it can be an excellent learning process to 
make a list of what you actually did. Then you can analyze 
the list to see if there was something you could have done 
to prevent the crisis. 

What To Do First 

Success in life can come from doing things right­
but first we have to make sure we are doing the right things. 
One of the ongoing issues for everyone I know-and for 
me as well-is deciding what to do first. How do you de­
cide? Let me suggest an exercise to assist you in improving 
your ability to decide what is the right thing to do first. 

Take a look at your life over the last several months. 
What results have you had during this time period that 
you would like to repeat? When I completed the exercise, 
I recognized that one of my most fulfilling activities was 
speaking to large audiences. When I analyzed how I got 
those opportunities, I could identify actions I needed to 
take to ensure that I could multiply my opportunities­
namely, spending time developing relationships with 
meeting planners who have the ability to hire speakers for 
large audiences. 

Or to put it another way, what's one thing you could 
do that would bring about something you really want? 
When I asked myself that question, my answer was, "I want 
to be physically fit" My challenge then was identifying what 
specific actions I needed to take to make that happen. 

How To Dolt 

There are probably as many kinds of "To Do" lists as 
there are list makers. Keep in mind that some "To Do's" 
are tasks that need to be done at a specific time such as 

There are probably 
as many kinds of 
"To Do" lists as there 
are list makers. 
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mail a birthday card to Aunt Sally, while others are things 
you want to do but have not yet determined when you can 
do them, such as "buy birthday cards." Chances of com­
pleting the "To Do's" with specific dates improve if you 
enter them in your calendar (see Chapter 7). The rest of 
the "To Do's" go on a master "To Do" list, which may or 
may not be in your calendar. 

People have different criteria for what they include 
in their list and how they include it. Some just use key 
words like "Call jerry," but what if you look at the list and 
you can't remember why? Others add notes about the 
topic to be discussed and the phone number so they don't 
have to look it up when it's time to call. There is also the 
ongoing debate on whether to separate at-home to-do's 
from work to-do's. Some people keep a running list, and 
when it gets messy or full they start over. 

The more information you want to put in your "To 
Do" list, the more cluttered your list will become, and the 
less helpful it will be. One solution for this is to devise coded 
symbols to record progress on a task. You can use many of 
the same ones you use on your calendar (see page 38). 

There are also numerous computer software pro­
grams and electronic gadgets for managing "To Do" lists 
along with your calendar. This method is the perfect an­
swer for some people and completely frustrates others. 
The decision about how to do your "To Do" list will de­
pend on how and when you use it You may, in fact, have 
more than one list! 

Your "To Do" List 

Several "To Do" categories are described on pages 50-54. 
As you read them, check here the ones you think you can 
use. You'll also think of others that will be helpful; jot them 
down here, too. 

0 Birthdays 0 Letters 0 Travel 
0 Books 0 Numbers 
0 Discuss 0 Phone calls 
0 Errands 0 Projects 
0 Gifts 0 Restaurants 
0 Goals 0 Thoughts 
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"Like with Like" 

One basic principle when organizing anything is to 
"put like items together." Some people apply this principle 
to organizing lists. Put items on a "To Do" list together 
based on the kind of activity required. For example, group 
together all phone calls, all letters to write and all errands 
to run. When you're running errands, you won't be dis­
tracted by a list of phone calls you need to make. Or if you 
are trying to make a series of phone calls, you won't be 
bothered by a note to buy blank tapes. 

Some people just keep a running list I keep some "to 
do" categories in the calendar I carry with me, such as 
"Errands" and "Numbers," while other categories stay in 
the loose-leaf book at home and another book at the 
office. You can use temporary labels, notations in your cal­
endar or index cards in your pocket to remind yourself to 
enter a "to do" on a list that is not accessible at the time. 

You should also consider frequency of use when you 
decide where to list your "To Do's." Let me explain. One 
time I was discussing the subject of getting organized with 
a gentleman sitting next to me on an airplane. He com­
mented, "Some of the things on my "To Do" list have been 
there for years." By the the tone of his voice it was evident 
that he expected my disapproval-which he didn't get! 
There are certainly things I want to do that I've been 
thinking about for years-such as take a trip to Alaska and 
write a family history. I have an "Annual To Do List"­
ideas for major projects which I consider once a year. (I 
keep that list in my computer. There's no point carrying it 
around with me.) So if you decide to have more than one 
"To Do" list, consider keeping them where you will most 
likely use them. 

To Carry or Not to Carry? 

Should you carry your "To Do" list with you? The 
proponents of the "To Do" list on a yellow legal pad might 
find this difficult. Some people use a small spiral notebook 
or even index cards they can stick in their pocket. Tempo-
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rary removable notes make a handy "To Do" list when you 
need to put a reminder in a "can't miss it" place-such as 
in the car, on the outside of your briefcase or purse or on 
the bathroom mirror. 

But to really get a firm hold on the paper in your life, 
I strongly recommend that you carry some system to carry 
"To Do's" with you when appropriate. For people who 
want to carry their "To Do" list, but don't want to carry 
their calendar, I created the "To Do" book, a 3 W' X 6 W' 
loose-leaf notebook that has a pocket inside the front and 
back covers. The loose leaf format makes it easy to add and 
delete pages. I divided the notebook into sections, using 
the categories described on pages 50-54. (For information 
about ordering The To Do Book, callS00-427--0237.) 

My portable "To Do" list is a big time saver. For exam­
ple, if I'm stuck in a traffic jam or waiting in a doctor's of 
fice, I use the time to plan projects, make my "To Do" list 
for the next day, or write a quick thank-you note. (I always 
carry one or two pieces of note stationery in the back pock­
et.) If I'm near a shopping center and I have an extra ten 
minutes before I need to get to an appointment, I can 
check the "Errands" section in my list and find one or two 
things I can accomplish in that time. 

What to Make a To Do About 

Your "To Do" list can be divided into lots of cate­
gories, depending on your specific needs. The following 
are some possibilities. If you think of others not described 
here, use the space in the margin to write them down. 
Keep in mind that you need to determine not only the 
categories of your "To Do" list, but where it should be 
located physically. 

Birthdays 
Most of us have good intentions about remembering 

those special days of family members and friends. You can 
create a special section in your "To Do" book. This makes 
it easy to translate onto your calendar the days you need 
to mail the cards or to purchase the cards you need when 
you are running errands. 
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Books and Tapes 
Eliminate those torn, yellowed newspaper articles 

about books you have been meaning to purchase. List 
books you want to borrow 
from the library. (If the book is 
checked out when you go to 
check it out, note the Dewey 
Decimal number when you 
look it up the first time, so you 
don't have to look it up again.) 
You can also list books or tapes 
you have loaned to friends. 

Discuss 
This category provides a 

place to accumulate informa­
tion you wish to discuss with a 
particular person. Use one 
section for each person in 
your life with whom you inter­

Caution! 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Clean out your "To Do" book from time to 
time. If lists become overwhelming, ask yourself 
these questions: 

• Is there someone who could help me get this 
done? 

• Is there a way to simplify this task? 

• Would it matter if I put it off for ___ _ 
days/weeks/ months? 

• What's the worst possible thing that would 
happen if I didn't do this? 

act frequently: boss, assistant, child, spouse, committee 
chair, etc. Use another to list questions you want to ask 
your doctor at your next appointment, another to list the 
items that you need to discuss with your mechanic the 
next time you take your car to the garage, or another to 
list concerns you want to raise at the next parent-teacher 
conference at school. 

Errands 
Have you ever gone past the appliance repair shop 

wishing you had the style number of the vacuum bags 
so you could pick them up on the way home instead of 
making an extra trip? (The To Do Book has a pocket to 
put such receipts, dry cleaning receipts, etc. so you'll be 
sure to have them when you need them.) This section 
will save you many miles of errand running. 

Group errands together according to geographical 
area or type of store. Most people keep their grocery list in 
the kitchen, but if you happen to be at work when you 
think of something that needs to go on the list, this is a 
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great place to put it. Then when you are ready to go 
grocery shopping, you can combine both lists. 

Gifts 
Remember that "perlect gift" you found hidden in a 

closet after you spent two hours looking for a housewarm­
ing gift for your new neighbor? Here's a place to list the 
gifts you have on hand-and where they are located if you 
are afraid you will forget. (Be careful, of course, about 
spoiling a surprise by listing gifts for the family.) You can 
also make a note when you overhear your father saying he 
really would like to have a good pair of binoculars. You 
might even make a list of gift ideas for yourself, in case your 
kids ever ask! (I post mine prominently on the refrigerator 
just before Christmas and my birthday!) 

Goals 
Research shows that fewer than 3% of the U.S. 

population put their goals in writing. It also shows that 
having written goals is high on the priority list of high 
achievers. Whether you are making New Year's resolu­
tions or designing a business plan, this section provides 
a convenient place to keep track of your goals and your 
progress. Then it will be easy to check periodically to see 
if your life activities reflect what you said you wanted to 
do! (This qualifies as one of those categories you don't 
need to carry with you all the time.) 

Letters 
We all mean to write more letters than we ever put in 

the mail. One letter a week, and you've kept in touch with 
52 people. This section also could be divided into personal 
and business. Do whatever you can to make it easy to keep 
in touch-take advantage of hotel stationery, buy post­
cards when you travel, or carry stationery with you. 

Numbers 
Frequently the papers in our piles contain numbers 

we need to remember. Be very cautious about listing num­
bers which you don't want other people to know, such as 
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access codes to the cash machine, the long-distance ser­
vice, or your security system. However, having quick access 
to insurance policy numbers, social security numbers for 
other family members, club membership or frequent trav­
eler numbers, as well as refill numbers or clothing sizes can 
be helpful. 

Phone CaDs 
List the names of people you wish to call, with the 

phone number beside them to speed up the process. You 
may find it helpful to use one section for personal calls and 
another for business. If you need to make a phone call at a 
specific time, use your calendar, not your "To Do" list (or 
use both-as a security measure). 

Projects 
Planning to redecorate your living room or give a 

Super Bowl party? Here is a place to collect all the ideas 
you have. (One client puts a small sample of her wallpaper, 
paint, fabric swatches etc. in her ''To Do" book.) Then as 
you begin the project, you can enter the various steps into 
your calendar as they need to be completed. 

Restaurants 
Here you can record names of restaurants you would 

like to try, with addresses and phone numbers and busi­
ness hours. You may even wish to add the name of the 
maitre d'. Group the restaurants together by geographical 
area. Then if you are meeting a friend or client downtown, 
you can easily check your list to see which restaurant would 
be most suitable and convenient. 

This system will also eliminate all the pieces of paper 
with restaurant reviews you have been saving. It's also fun 
when a guest comes to town and says, "Let's go out 
tonight." It will take you no time to choose your restaurant. 

Thoughts 
How many times have you read a quote that intrigued 

you or had a brainstorm about how to solve a particular 
problem and said to yourself, "I'll have to give that some 
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thought?" Write those ideas down. If you carry them with 
you, and find yourself caught in rush hour traffic, or wait­
ing in the banker's office with nothing to do, you can 
decide what step you need to take next! 

Travel 
A "To Do" book is a terrific place to put a standard 

packing list for travel. Then each time you plan a trip to a 
new city, create a special page. Make notes about particular 
things you want to take with you, people you want to see or 
places you want to go, or information about car rentals, 
hotel reservations, etc. Finally, make a "Before Trip 
Checklist" to remind you about those last-minute "To 
Do's," such as checking the thermostat, turning off the 
coffee pot, making arrangements to feed the cat, and 
stopping the newspaper. Some frequent travelers make 
an "Mter Trip Checklist" to remind themselves of some­
thing they want to do differently on the next trip. 

Remember I said that one of the objectives of this 
paper-management system is to eliminate unnecessary 
pieces of paper. Try just these first four aspects of the 
system-the "To Sort" tray, the wastebasket, the calendar, 
and the "To Do" list-and see how many you can toss. 



Names and 
Numbers 

If you suddenly decide to take a trip to San 
Francisco, it's unlikely that you will even remember that 
the telephone number of your favorite cousin, who lives 
there, is in one of the letters buried on the desk. Even if 
you do remember, what are the chances you will have the 
time to look for it? Remember Hemphill's Principle: "If 
you don't know you have it, M you can't find it, it is of NO 
value to you!" Many of the pieces of paper floating around 
our homes are there because they have an important 
telephone number written or printed on them-or 
because we are afraid the number might become 
important to us. 

The~teandtheYellow 

In our personal lives telephone numbers can be 
divided into two basic categories: relatives and close friends 
with whom we always want to stay in contact regardless of 
where we live; and neighbors, services, stores, schools, 
organizations or government agencies with whom we will 
no longer have contact if we move. 

In other words, each of us needs a personal "white 
pages" and a personal "yellow pages." For many people 
who move frequently, it is essential to separate those two 
categories so when they do move it is easy to tear out the 
"Minneapolis" yellow pages and start "Denver." 

The first step in designing a good system for address­
es and telephone numbers is to determine whether you 
wish to separate your "white pages" and your "yellow 
pages" into separate systems or use one system. Your 

C H A P T E R 
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choice will be influenced to some extent by the volume of 
information you want to keep. If you have a career, a fami­
ly, an active community life or travel frequently, you may 
need more than one. 

Choose Your Names 
and Numbers System 

The next step is to decide on the system of listing you 
will use. Options range from something as simple as a 
loo~leaf notebook or preprinted telephone and address 
book to a box of alphabetized index cards--or its far more 
efficient cousin, a rotary card file such as those made by 
Rolodex-or a program for your personal computer. 

In making your decision, keep in mind how portable 
your system needs to be or whether you plan duplicate sys­
tems for office, home (more than one floor), vacation 
home or travel. Whatever system you choose, the determin­
ing factor in the success of your system is ensuring that you 
will be able to retrieve the information when you need it. 

You'll probably need several phone systems. At home, 
you should have a complete listing of white and yellow 
pages at your work area. If your home has more than one 
floor or if you have more than one home, you will need ad­
ditional systems to accommodate those needs, based on 
what calls you're most likely to make where. For example, I 
frequently make telephone calls to family members from 
my bedroom, but nearly always make business-related calls 
from my office area. (Yes, there will be times when the 
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number you need will be in the wrong place, but remem­
ber that organization isn't about perfection, just progress.) 

In addition, you should have a small telephone book 
or use the back part of your portable calendar to record 
the most frequently used numbers so you have access to 
the numbers when you're away from home or at the of 
fice. If you use a separate small phone book instead of a 
section of your calendar, you won't have to worry about 
rewriting the phone information at the end of each year 
On the other hand, if you are willing to take the time, it's 
a valuable exercise to purge your portable phone list at 
the end of each year. 

But How Can I Find It? 

Don't assume that all information should be record­
ed in the same way. You might list a number under the 
name of the individual, under the name of the company or 
organization, by the type of service they perform, and in 
rare instances, perhaps, even under the name of the per­
son who introduced you. 

Tips tor Saving Time on the Phone 

If you're calling: 
1. Group calls when possible. 

2. If you call some people frequently and 
they're hard to reach, ask when the best 
time is to call. 

6. At the end of the call, decide when you 
will call again or what other way you 
could get information you need. 

3. Identify yourself and why you're calling. 
For example, "Hi, Jerry. This is Pat 
Roberts. I'm calling to find out what 
time our homeowner's meeting is on 
Friday." 

4. If your call is complicated, make an 
agenda and check items off as you dis­
cuss them. 

5. If you think you won't cover all the is­
sues, prioritize them and start with the 
most important. 

7. If you get an answering machine, leave 
as complete a message as you can. 

When you get a call ... 
1. Use an answering machine to decide 

when to take calls. 

2. Use assertive language such as, "What 
can I do for you?" 

3. Be honest! If you don't have time to talk, 
say so. "I'm sorry, but I'm on my way out 
to a meeting. When can I call you back?" 
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Sometimes you may wish to record numbers under 
more than one category. For example, you might have one 
card for Household Repairs on which you list several ser­
vices. However, you might have a separate card for 
"Pipewrench, Peter-Plumber," or "Plumber-Peter 
Pipewrench." In general, though, the simpler the system is 
the more inclined you will be to use it. Ask yourself the 
question, ''What word would I think of if I wanted to con­
tact this person?" Use that answer as your key word for en­
tering the information in your system. 

The Rotary Card Flle 

If you've never used a rotary card file, I strongly en­
courage you to do so! (Rolodex is the most common 

Sample Rotary-File Cards 
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HEMPHilL, Barbara 
Hemphill & Associates 
1464 Gamer Station Blvd. 
Raleigh, NC 27603 

919-773--0722 

(In this space you could note date/subject of 
telephone calls, directions to get the office, etc.) 

SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBERS 

Barbara 
Alfred 
Jenny 
Tommy 

508-52-3827 
312-60--8887 
508-59-1111 
508-20--8034 

HOUSE REPAIRS 

Plumber-Peter Pipewrench 
Electrician-Henry Wrre 
Painter-Betty Brush 

COMBINATION LOCKS 

16-3-5 
15-1-7 

(GYM) 

(BICYCLE) 

222-4387 
425-3098 
620-4487 
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brand, but Bates, Eldon and Rubbermaid also make 
them.) If you already have one that you've inherited from 
someone else or yours isn't working well, start over. Don't 
make "organizing your phone 
numbers" a project for when 
you have time. Instead, start 
with a new file and add the Emergency! 
numbers from the old one as 
you use them. 

I recommend purchasing 
a card file that uses 3 11 x 5 11 

cards. They are large enough 
to staple or tape business cards 
directly onto (that way you 
don't have to copy the infor­
mation) and provide enough 
room to give you plenty of 
writing space. A smaller size 

••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
There's a serious side to organizing your num­

bers. If your child becomes ill from drinking a 
poisonous substance, you won't have time to sort 
through a pile of papers for the poison-control 
center's emergency number. Post such numbers 
by at least one phone on each floor. Include po­
lice, fire, poison-control center, work numbers 
for family members and any neighbor or friend 
you might call in an emergency. 

rotary file might be just what you need beside the phone 
in your bedroom. 

A standard format will make your rotary system easier 
to use. Put the keyword-an individual's name (last name 
first), or the name of the organization, business or ser­
vice-in the upper left-hand comer and the phone num­
ber in the upper right, as this is the information you will 
need most often. Then list the address under the key word. 
If the person has other phone numbers-the home num­
ber of a business acquaintance or a company's fax number, 
for example-record these numbers as well. Be sure to 
note which number is which. 

In addition to name, address and telephone number, 
the rotary card file can be used for recording other useful 
information: key people at a business, a simple record of 
correspondence or telephone exchanges, birthdays, an­
niversaries, dates of special events. 

The file is also an excellent place for tracking your 
holiday card list. Make a small chart in the lower right 
hand comer with three columns--one for the year, one for 
the "sent," and one for "received," where you can place 
check marks. Some people create a separate holiday list, 
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but incorporating it into an existing system frequently 
means less work and fewer systems to keep updated. 

There's no law that says that a rotary card file can be 
used only for addresses and phone numbers. The file is a 
perfect place to record bits of information you'd like to 
have at your fingertips, such as the social security numbers 
for your family or the combination to your child's bike 
lock. If you're not worried about security, you could also list 
all your credit card numbers with the number to call in 
case they are lost or stolen. Think of the file as a "mini-file" 
for odd bits of information. 

Rotary-phone-file cards come in a variety of colors 
that you can use to indicate different categories. 

Today's Mall Is Stlll 
Tomorrow's Plle 

If you have a system that doesn't work-or no system 
at all-begin one immediately. If you put it aside as a big 
p~ect, for "when things calm down," you are unlikely to 
accomplish the task. Instead, start the new system with the 
next phone number you use. In the beginning, use two 
systems at once. As you pull information out of the old 
system, incorporate it into the new. Eventually you will 
combine the two systems into one, or the old one will 
become so old you will feel comfortable throwing it away. 



Your 
ActionFlles 

After you have eliminated as many pieces of paper 
as possible by using your wastebasket, calendar, "To Do" 
list, and telephone listing, the remaining papers will fall 
into one of two categories: 

Action files 

Action files are for those papers that need your atten­
tion immediately or at some point in the near future (as 
opposed to the "some day" projects). 

Reference files 

Reference files are for those pieces of paper you 
know you will, or think you might, need at some point 
in the future. These files are discussed in detail in the 
next chapter. 

The system is particularly effective if you keep two 
points in mind: 

A Reference File can become an Action File or 
vice versa. 

For example, a reference file called "Entertaining" 
can become an action file if you are planning a party. 
When the party is over, look through the contents of the 
file, discard material you won't need again, and return 
the remaining material to your reference files. (This is an 
important step that many people omit!) Be sure to take a 
few minutes to throw out any excess papers at this point, 
instead of saying, "I've got to clean that file out someday." 

CHAPTER 

T E N 
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A bulky action file 
often indicates 
that some of those 
papers could go in 
a reference file. 
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It is much quicker and easier to do while the information 
is fresh in your mind. 

You can have an Action Flle and a Reference 
Flle with the same or similar file headings. 

For example, you might have a reference file enti­
tled "Community Association" for papers you need to 
keep but which don't require action, and an action file 
entitled "Community Association-Dues Campaign" for a 
current project 

When Action Is Too Packed 

Clients with great piles of paper on their desks will 
frequently say, "I need all of this on my desk because I am 
working on it" But often a close look will determine that 
even though all the papers on the desk might need to be 
saved (although that's not always true, either!), not all of 
them are necessary to complete the particular project A 
bulky action file often indicates that some of those papers 
could go in a reference file, or you may need two or more 
action files for one project, such as "Party-Menus" and 
"Party-Invitations." 

If you lead a very simple lifestyle you may find that 
one file called "Action" is all you need, but for many peo­
ple a pile of papers that need action would soon topple 
over. When the pile gets that deep, it is difficult to do any­
thing. It soon takes as much time to find a project as it 
doestodoit 

The Next Step 

Remember that clutter represents postponed deci­
sions. To simplify the decision-making process, it is help­
ful to recognize that the papers we need to take action 
on fall into categories. To determine the categories into 
which a particular piece of paper falls, ask yourself, 
''What is the next action I need to take on this piece of 
paper?" It is crucial that you recognize the significance 
of the word next in this question. The answer will tell you 
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into which action file to put the paper. There are several 
possible answers to the question, and each answer is an 
action file category. 

Sometimes it takes time to find the answer. For 
example, you have received a letter from Joe with a 
question about changing the membership qualifica­
tions for an association to which you belong. Your ini­
tial reaction may be, "I have to call Joe," but you realize 
you need to speak with Nancy first to get her opinion, 
but you can't talk intelligently to her until you've read 
the association's bylaws. 

Joe's letter requires three actions: read the bylaws; 
call Nancy; and call Joe. You would therefore first put the 
letter in your "Call" action file with a temporary note on 
it to "Call Nancy" and "CallJoe." Then make an appoint­
ment with yourself (noted in your calendar) to "Read 
bylaws." Add CNancy/CJoe" to the note as a reminder 
that you're reading the bylaws to get information you can 
discuss in a call to Nancy before you call Joe. 

Potential Action File Categories 

Here are descriptions of a number of categories for 
action. Don't be intimidated by the number of categories; 
you probably won't need them all-and you might decide 
you need others that aren't included here. Note in the 
margin categories you think you can use. 

If, as you read the list, the whole idea begins to seem 
overwhelming, choose a few categories that particularly 
appeal to you and try them. If you're anything like the 
thousands of people who have adopted the system, you'll 
soon love it and wonder how you ever managed without it. 

Call 
Many times the next action required on a piece of 

paper is a telephone call to someone. In addition to 
putting the paper in the "Call" file, you may wish to make a 
note on your calendar on the day you need to make the 
call. Using a symbol such as "C" will remind you that there 
is additional information in the "Call" file. 
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Calls waiting 
How many times have you received a telephone call 

in which the conversation began, "Hello. This is Anne 
Smith. I am returning your call." A knot forms in your 
stomach as you frantically try to remember why you called 
her--or even who she is! If you have a note in your "Calls 
Waiting" file that tells you why you have left a message for 
that person to return your call, it can be a real stress-saver. 

In addition, you can review the file periodically to 
check the current status of the calls. Were you simply 
returning her call, and the ball is now in her court, or do 
you really want to talk to her? If the former, after a period 
of time throw the paper out If the latter, take the paper 
out of "Calls Waiting'' and put it in "Call," with a note on 
your calendar to make the call again. 

Computer entry 
Some of the papers on your desk contain informa­

tion that needs to be entered into your computer. It will be 
more efficient to make several entries at the same time--or 
delegate it to someone else to enter. When you've entered 
the material from this file into the computer, either throw 
out the papers, pass them on to someone else who may 
need them, or if you must save them, move them to the 
appropriate reference file. 

Your Action Files 

As you read my descriptions of possible action files on 
pages 63-69, use the checklist below to note the ones you can 
use-and add your own. 
DCall 
D Calls Waiting 
D Computer Entry 
D Discuss 
DFile 
D Hold for future 
DPay 
DPhotocopy 
DProject 
DRead 

DSign 
D Special events 
D Take to office/home 
D· Upcoming meetings/ trips 
DWrite 

(could divide between 
business/personal) 
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Why, you may ask, if I'm helping you tame your 
paper tiger, would I suggest you keep paper after you've 
entered the information in your computer? The simple 
answer is that there are instances when you need to keep 
the paper. For example, you might track your invest­
ments on a computer, but you still need records of trans­
actions for tax purposes. Be very careful what you do 
keep; it's all too easy to enter information and keep the 
paper anyway, ·~ust in case." Ask yourself, "What's the 
wwst thing that could happen if I don't have this paper? 
Can you live with the consequence? If so, toss; if not, file. 
(For more information on using computers in your 
home, see Chapter 22.) 

Discuss 
Communication is a key to managing the paper in 

our lives. Frequently we can't act on a matter until we 
have discussed it with another person. All of us have cer­
tain people in our lives with whom we routinely discuss 
issues, whether it is a spouse, a child, a colleague or a 
friend, or a professional resource. The "Discuss" category 
can contain several subcategories. For example, "Dis­
cuss-Mary," "Discuss-Accountant." If you need to 
discuss a particular piece of paper by a specific time, put 
a reminder in your calendar. 

File 
People dislike filing and will put it off as long as possi­

ble. Even if you don't mind filing, but the file cabinet is in 
another room, you will need a "File" for those pieces of 
paper that need to go into the reference files. Many of the 
pieces of paper that arrive in the mail can go directly into 
"File" and never clutter the top of your desk. (For more 
information, see Chapter 11.) 

Pay 
This is the category to put all the bills you need to 

pay, as well as any other paper that requires writing a 
check, an order you wish to place or a donation you would 
like to make. If your household finances are quite compli-
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cated, you may wish to subdivide this category. For exam­
ple, you could have a "Must Pay" for mortgage, utilities 
and car payment and a "Would Like to Pay" for potential 
donations, orders, subscriptions. ff you pay some of the 
bills and your spouse pays others, you may wish to subdi­
vide the category into "Pay-Betty" and "Pay-Bob." 
This is also a good place to put payment coupon books 
and reminders of deductions that are automatically 
taken from your checking account. 

Pending 
Many names have been applied to this category­

"suspension," "tickler" or "bring up" are some examples. 
This is not a place to put papers that require action from 
you at this time. Rather, it is for papers that will require 
action at some future date, or that will require action after 
you have received additional information. 

When you're tempted to put a piece of paper in this 
category because you're uncertain of your decision, ask 
yourself, "What am I going to know tomorrow that I don't 
know today?" ff the answer is "Nothing," you will know that 
you need to look further into the issue to find out what 
other category the paper really belongs in. 

ff you simply cannot make a decision at this time and 
you want to postpone the decision, put the paper in 
"Pending," but make a note on your calendar to remind 
you to consider the issue again. ff you receive a dinner in­
vitation and with the invitation are directions for getting to 
the host's home, put the invitation in "Pending" with a 
symbol such as "P" beside th~ engagement notation on 
your calendar. 

Photocopy 
Often you can't take the next action on a piece of 

paper until you make a photocopy, as in the case of submit­
ting medical insurance claims. Another example is when 
you want to send a clipping from the local newspaper to 
your sister, but you also want a copy for yourself. 

Projects 
If you have several small projects going at once, you 

could keep the information for all of them in one file or 
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you might prefer to keep a separate file for each one. Those 
prqjects that are currently active fall into the action-file cate­
gory while those that are completed or have been put "on 
hold" temporarily go into the reference-file category. 

If the project involves many papers, it may be ap­
propriate to have a reference file and an action file. The 
action file would contain only those papers you need to 
complete the current step of the project. When that step 
is completed, review the materials in the file, discard 
what you don't need and return the rest to the reference 
file. Then move the papers relating to the next step of 
the project to the action file. "Project" files should be 
arranged alphabetically. 

Special events 
If you enjoy many outings-concerts, lectures, sports 

events--but have difficulty keeping track of them, you may 
wish to keep a separate "Events Calendar." When you re­
ceive a notice of an upcoming event, list it on your events 
calendar. Be sure, of course, to put definite commitments 
on your master calendar. Other options are to have a fold­
er labeled "Schedules" in which you put these notices, or to 
hang them on the bulletin board. Then if you have a free 
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evening you can check the folder to see what options you 
have. This is particularly helpful if you have out-of-town 
guests and you are assisting them in planning their sched­
ules or you want to entertain them. 

Take to office/home 
· Designate a particular place to put those papers (and 

other items) you need to take with you to work. Choose a 
convenient location--on a table near the door, for exam­
ple. Try keeping your briefcase at the same spot so that you 
can put things right into the briefcase. If your briefcase is 
not in the usual spot, put the item where your briefcase 
should be. Then when you return the briefcase it will be 
easy to get them together. This will stop the frustrating 
game of having one and not the other, and vice versa. 

Have a similar setup in your office. 

Upcoming meetings/trips 
Virtually every time you plan to go to a meeting or 

take a trip you will accumulate papers related to that 
event, whether it is an airplane ticket, a meeting agenda or 
a note from a friend asking you to call or visit when you 
are in the city. 

When the trip or meeting is over, throw away those 
pieces of paper that are no longer essential and file the re­
maining papers according to how you will use them next 
For example, the letter from your friend might contain an 
address that could be entered in your phone listing and 
then the letter could be tossed. Or you may wish to put the 
letter in your "Mementos" box to read again in the years to 
come. (See Chapter 18.) 

Write 
Sometimes writing a letter is the next action to take. 

''Write" includes business letters, personal letters, thank­
you notes and special occasion cards. 

If writing is a problem area for you, take some time to 
think about what you can do to make the task easier. Many 
people find it helps to physically separate these categories. 
Sometimes you may feel like spending ten minutes writing 
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a thank-you note but not an hour writing an old college 
roommate. If you have to dig through a huge pile to find 
what interests you at the moment, you may lose interest be­
fore you find it! 

I use airport waiting time to shop for greeting cards 
I like. Because I keep a supply of favorites on hand, send­
ing a congratulations card literally takes only minutes-­
and I'm sure doing it makes me feel every bit as good as 
the person to whom I send it! 

Keep postcards on hand for quick notes. Many peo­
ple now write responses on the bottom of business letters 
and return them to the sender to speed up response 
time-and save paper. If you need a copy, put the paper 
in "Photocopy" or "Take to Office." 

If you are procrastinating about writing a letter, 
ask yourself if a phone call would suffice, or at least get 
the process started. Or write an outline for yourself to 
help organize your thoughts and make the letter less 
difficult to write. 

The mcyor advantage to this system of file categories 
is an increased ability to manage your time effectively. It is 
a good time-management practice to group like activities 
together. Then, when you have ten minutes before a busi­
ness meeting at work or before you need to meet your 
child at school, a quick look in "Call" can help you use 
those ten minutes to your advantage. Or if you're going 
to an appointment where you may have to wait, take 
along ''Write" with some stationery for personal notes or 
some scratch paper to draft more formal correspondence. 

Logistics Strategy 

You may be feeling swamped at this point! Anything 
new can seem overwhelming, so don't despair too early in 
the game. Try one or two action files to begin-"Calls 
Waiting" is a favorite of many of my clients. 

One question you may have is ''Where do I put all 
these files?" If you're an "out of sight, out of mind" person, 
you'll want to keep them visible. There are a variety of file 
folder containers for manila or hanging files which you can 
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put on the top of your desk. If you prefer the "clean desk 
look," put them in a filing drawer in your desk, if there is 
one, or in a portable file box under or near your desk. 

As you experiment with the system, you'll discover 
that each category does not have to be a "file" per se; nor 
does it have to be on your desk. For example, I know of no 
one whose "Read" category will fit into a file folder, and 
most people don't read at their work area. So "Read" could 
be in a basket beside your easy chair or the bed, or even in 
the bathroom-or, most likely, a combination. (See Chap­
ter 15 for more detailed information on "Read.") You may 
want to keep "Photocopy" in a folder near the door or in 
your briefcase so you will have it when you go out 

All Those Flles! 

Now, you might be asking "How do I remember to 
look in all those files?" Try it! You can put a symbol on your 
calendar to remind you to look. In many instances, 
such as "Call," there will undoubtedly be one call you'll 
automatically remember to make. When you check the 
file for information on that call, you will be reminded 
of the others you want to make. 

You may be confused with the similarity of the cat­
egories for the "To Do" list (Chapter 8) and the action 
files. Sometimes your "To Do" is just a thought, in 
which case you write it in your "To Do" book (or on a 
piece of paper in your action file). Other times, the "To 
Do" involves a piece of paper that goes in the action 
file. It is not a duplication, unless you choose to use a 
duplication system as an insurance policy. 



Your 
Reference Flles 

The reason to create reference files is not just to be 
able to put papers away but it's also to be able to find them 
again! Research shows that 80% of the papers in most files 
are never used. So before you even begin to think about 
where you should file any piece of paper, think seriously 
about whether you should file it at all. 

If you have a filing system that isn't working or if you 
inherited someone else's system, read this chapter and 
start over. Don't try to fix the existing files. Instead, incor­
porate the information from the old system into the new 
system as you need it 

The components of an effective reference file are: 

• Management 

• Mechanics 

• Maintenance 

In my work with clients, I frequently discover that two 
of these three factors are already in operation. As soon as 
the third factor is [incorporated], their system starts to work. 

File Management 

After you have considered the other five possibilities 
for a piece of paper-Wastebasket, Calendar, "To Do" list, 
Rotary Phone File/Phone Book, and Action Files-and 
have determined that you wish to save this information for 
future use in your reference files, you need to decide how 
you will find it when you want it. 

C H A P T E R 

ELEVEN 
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Fear of Filing 

One reason people resist filing papers away is a fear 
that they will make a poor decision and file the paper in an 
inappropriate or hard-to-remember file. Here are some 
guidelines that will help you with your filing decisions: 

Ask yourself, "Under what circumstances 
would I want this information?" 

Be specific! 'just in case" won't help you find it 
again. If the answer is, "I might want this information if I 
were writing a speech," then the information should be 
saved in a "Speech Ideas" file. If you answer, "I'll need this 
when I sell the house," then a "House-Main Street" file 
might be a good choice. 

Ask yourself, "If I wanted this information, 
what word would first enter my mind?" 

The answer to that question will tell you what refer­
ence file is appropriate for this piece of paper. For exam­
ple, a flyer about ordering candy from a specialty 
company could be filed under "Gift Ideas" or "Mail Order 
Information." And invitations from a past party could be 
filed under "Party Ideas," "Printing Ideas" or "Mementos." 

File information according to how 
you will use it, not where you got it. 

For example, your local homeowner's association 
published an article recommending repair services in the 
area. Suppose you wake up one morning to discover that 
you have no hot water. What are the chances you'd re­
member that article in the "Homeowner's Association" 
file? A file labeled "Services-Household Repair" might 
be more useful. 

Put all papers in their 
most general category f"ust. 

For example, try keeping all of your warranties and 
instructions in a single file. Then, if the file becomes too 
bulky, break it down into ''Warranties and Instructions-
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Appliances," 'Warranties and Instructions-Clothing," etc. 
It's easier to look through one file with 20 pieces of 

paper than 10 files with two papers in each; fewer places to 
look, fewer places to lose. The added advantage is that 
when you are using a file to get a particular piece of paper 
you remember you will also discover other pieces of paper 
you have forgotten. As a result you will be able to use more 
of the information you file. 

If a paper could be f"tled in more than one 
place, choose the one you are most likely to 
look in first. 

Write a note on the other file folders that says, 
"See also ... " If you feel it is essential, make a copy for 
the second file. 

Organize your f"tle consistently. 
For example, you may have medical and educational 

records for several members of the family. Decide 
whether you want all of John's files together; i.e., 
'john-Education," 'john-Medical," or all medical files 
together, i.e., "Medical-Ann," "Medical-John." 

Group like f"tles together. 
Whenever you have files you want to keep together 

physically in your file system, find a word that encompass­
es all the files. For example, instead of having a file that 
says "Biking" under "B" and "Skiing" under "S", you could 
have "Recreation-Biking" and "Recreation-Skiing." 

Fllelndex 

A file index is the final and perhaps the most im­
portant step in managing your files. The same informa­
tion can be filed several ways. For example, I could file 
information about my car in "Automobile," "Car," 
"Chrysler," or "Vehicle." The problem comes if you 
file information under "Car" one time and under 
"Chrysler" the next-and your spouse looks for it under 
"Automobile!" 
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This dilemma can be avoided by making an alphabet­
ical list of all file names, with cross references to files that 
contain related material. When you are writing or typing 
the index, leave space between each letter of the alphabet 
so you will have room to add new file titles as you need 
them. Put as many names on one page as possible; use 
columns if necessary. It's unlikely you'll ever get to the 
filing if you have to read a 15-page guide first! (See page 
75 for an example of a file index. The categories shown 
are described on pages 76-81. Use this sample as your 
starting point by crossing out categories you won't need 
and adding in those you will.) 

Keep your file index accessible in hard copy in the 
very front of your filing system or at your desk. Make 
changes with pen or pencil. Keep the list in your com­
puter so you can update it quickly and easily. When you 
read an article you want to file, check the index to see 
what file already exists that might be appropriate for that 
particular article. 

Use the index if you are looking for an article. It is 
much easier to check a file index to see where you might 
find an article than it is to open the file drawer and go 
through file after file. 

The index is particularly important if you are 
learning a new system or if more than one person will 
be using the same system. Keep in mind also that if 
there is a particular piece of paper you are afraid of los­
ing, you can list it on the index. For example, "Birth 
Certificate" -See "Legal Information." 

Using Your Computer 
for Tracking Files 

If you are one of the many people who dislike 
making file labels and deciding which two or three 
words to put on the file tab, you might be interested in 
the computer software program called The Paper Tiger. 
This program can also be used to keep track of other 
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Sample Reference File Index 

Art Owned 

Articles 

Book Information 

Car Maintenance 

Child care 

Church/Synagogue 

Consumer Information 

Credit Cards 

Death Information 

Diet 

Entertainment 

Education Records 

Financial Records 

Gardening/Plants 

Gift Ideas 

Hobbies 

Holidays 

Home Decorating 

Household Maintenance 

Humor 

Income Tax 

Insurance-Car 

Insurance-Household 

Insurance-Life 

Insurance-Medical 

Bills to be submitted 

Bills submitted-not paid 

Bills paid 

Inventory 

IRA 

Maps/Directions 

Party records 

Personal Property 

Quotes 

Recreation 

Resume 

Retirement 

Safe Deposit Box 

Services 

Shopping 

Special Interests 

Subscriptions/Memberships 

Stocks 

Travel 

Warranties 

75 
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sources of information in your home such as audio and 
video tapes, CDs, books, magazines, etc. For more 
information, call 800-430-0794. 

Sample Headings for Your System 

You may wish to organize your files into various 
categories. A friend of mine divides her files into three 
categories: Financial and legal, reference, and children. 
Some people put all files that involve payments of any 
kind into one category and all other files in a reference 
category. 

Be aware that there are always gray areas when you 
begin categorizing. For example, you might think of 
"Medical" as a reference file or a financial file. You can 
eliminate the problem of determining what category a 
file should be in by filing everything strictly by the alpha­
bet. Then if you are looking for "Medical," there is no 
question of where to look. 

Keep in mind also that your filing system will change 
as your life circumstances change. For example, if you get 
married you will need to decide whether to maintain two 
separate filing systems or combine them into one. If you 
decide to combine them, you may want to use color to 
identify files that belong specifically to one person. (But 
color coding can also cause problems, as discussed later 
in this chapter.) 

The following is a list of the kinds of information 
that can be put in a home filing system. Detailed informa­
tion about what could go into the files can be found in the 
chapters in Part 2, "Strategies for Paper Management." 
The categories are listed here alphabetically, as you would 
file them. As you read about categories you could use­
and think of others that are not listed here-jot them 
down in the sample file index on the opposite page. 

Art Owned 
Could also be filed under "Personal Property" or 

"Insurance." 
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Articles 
This could be divided into categories by subject, 

e.g. "Articles-Psychology." 

Book Information 
This could be divided into categories such as 

"Books-Novels," "Books-History" etc. 

Car Maintenance 
Keep copies of all receipts from work done on your 

car, along with the manual that came with the car when 
you bought it. Information could also be filed under 
"Automobile" or "Ford." 

Child-care Information 
Include summer camp information and photo­

copies of blank forms to be filled out with information 
for the sitter. Information could also be filed under 
"Babysitter" or "Camp." 

Church/Synagogue 
This could be listed under specific name: "Calvary 

Church," "Temple Zion," for example. 

Consumer Information 
If this file becomes too bulky, divide it into cate­

gories such as "Consumer Information-Electronics," 
Consumer Information-Real Estate," etc. 

Credit Cards 
For each account, enter card number, address, and 

phone number to call if card is lost. (Keep a duplicate 
copy of the list in your safe deposit box.) 

Death Information 
What to do in case of your death or a relative's. In­

clude a copy of wills. (Originals should be kept with 
your attorney or in a fireproof box. In some states the 
safe deposit box may be sealed upon your death.) 
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Diet Information 
This could also be placed under "Health" or 

"Nutrition." 

Entertainment 
Put ideas for outings for family or house guests. 

This could be divided into categories. 

Education Records 
Make one file for each member of family. 

Financial Records 
Separate general financial planning information 

from your personal information. This file could contain 
information about loans, mortgages, investments, etc. 

Gardening and Plants 

Gift Ideas 

Hobbies 
Divide into specific areas such as "Gardening," 

"Coins," etc. 

Holidays 
File ideas for gifts, record of gifts given, ideas for 

next year, copies of the annual letter you send to friends 
and family, etc. 

Home Decorating 
Divide into specific areas if too bulky for one file. 

Household Maintenance Records 

Humor 
Favorite cartoons,jokes, articles. 

Income Tax Information 
Divide this file into subfiles for each tax year. Keep 
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all records you may need in case of an audit. These in­
clude records of donations, taxes paid, receipts for any 
tax deductible items. (See Chapter 14 for information 
on how long you need to keep these records.) 

Insurance 
You will need several files for this important cate­

gory. Keep one for "Car," another for "Household/Per­
sonal Property" (including receipts for art, jewelry, 
furs, etc.), a third for "Life Insurance" and a fourth for 
"Medical Insurance," which in turn should be broken 
down into 3 folders-"Bills to Be Submitted" (keep 
blank forms here), "Bills Submitted But Not Paid," and 
"Bills Paid." 

Inventory 
List items in various storage areas of your home 

or in other locations. 

IRA 
This information could be included in "Retirement 

Information," or perhaps with "Financial Records." 

Maps and Instructions 
Directions to friends' homes, photocopies of map 

to your home. 

Party Records 
Guest lists, menus of past parties and ideas for 

future ones. 

Personal Property 
Specifics on valuable items owned, if not already in 

Insurance file. 

Quotes and Favorite Articles 
This could also be called "Speech Ideas" if you 

make frequent public appearances. 

79 



80 

TAMING T H E P A P E R T I G E R 

Recreation 
This file can be divided into various sports and 

activities. 

Resume 

Retirement Information 
Keep your latest pension statement here. If you're 

enrolled in other pension plans from former employers, 
also keep information on those accounts here. IRA and 
Keogh statements could be filed here as well. 

Safe Deposit Box 
Keep a list of what is located there. Also use this 

file for temporary storage of items to take to your safe 
deposit box. 

Services 
This file could be divided into "Personal" and 

"Household" for information such as hair stylist, physi­
cal therapist, plumber, electrician, etc. 

Shopping Information 
Mail-order information, clippings about new 

stores, and brochures are filed here. 

Special Interests 
Divide this file into categories such as "History," 

"Psychology." 

Subscriptions and Memberships 
Keep records of renewals and order forms here. 

Stocks, Bonds and Mutual Funds 
Divide into separate subfiles for each investment you 

own. Keep broker statements here, along with annual re­
ports. Also make a separate file here for information on 
stocks, bonds or mutual funds you're considering buying. 
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Travel 
If you have a lot of information here, divide the file 

into geographic areas. 

Warranties and Instructions 
If this file becomes too bulky, use a box-bottom file 

(discussed in the next section) or divide it into types, e.g., 
"Mcyor Appliances," "Lawn Tools," or "Home Electronics." 

Flle Mechanics 

The importance of the mechanics of a filing system is 
often overlooked. Very few people enjoy filing; most peo­
ple can't stand it! There are three main reasons: 

They dislike deciding where to file the papers; 

They dislike the physical discomfort of jamming hands into 
overstuffed file drawers; or 

They dislike the annoyance of looking into numerous file 
drawers_ before they find the file they need. 

Your File Cabinet 

Selecting the right file cabinet is important. My first 
choice, without a doubt, is a good-quality full-suspension 
file cabinet. Full suspension means that you can open the 
drawers all the way so no files are obstructed from view. 

There are two types of file cabinets, vertical and 
lateral, which are distinguished by how they open. Verti­
cal cabinets are generally 28" high, 15" wide and 26" 
deep. The drawer pulls out the full depth of the cabinet, 
and files are arranged from front to back. Lateral file 
cabinets are generally 28" high and 18" deep and come 
in widths of 30", 36", or 42". The depth is approximately 
35" when the drawer is open, and the files can be 
arranged front to back in rows or side to side. Any good 
office supply store will have a catalog in which you can 
see pictures of the various options, even if they do not 
have them in stock. 
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Decide whether to purchase letter- or legal-size files. 
I'd recommend letter size unless your life is complicated 
with many legal issues and you have a substantial amount 
of legal-sized paper. You'll take up less space and save a 
significant amount of money on the cost of the file folders. 

For most households a two-drawer, full-suspension 
vertical cabinet will be enough. If you want to create ad­
ditional working space in your work area, a two-drawer 
full-suspension lateral file would be a good choice. If you 
want or need more filing space, you can purchase a four 
or five-drawer file. 

You can find less expensive file cabinets at a dis­
count store, but I do not recommend them for files you 
use frequently. If you cannot afford a full-suspension file, 
you may find that filing boxes are more accessible than a 
poorly made metal cabinet. Keep in mind that a good 
quality file cabinet is a lifetime investment. Prices vary 
dramatically, so comparison shop after you have found 
the cabinet you want. 

If you don't have room for a traditional filing cabinet 
or you feel it doesn't fit with your interior decor, there are 
other options ranging from cardboard or plastic file boxes 
to solid wood cabinets designed to coordinate with your 
furniture. Portable file folders work well if you use your 
kitchen or dining room table as a work space and want to 
move the files with you when you work. They also work 
well for files that you need access to only occasionally, and 
that you store in the basement, attic, garage or some other 
out-of-the-way place. 

Your Choice of File Folders 

You might be surprised to discover that another big 
decision is what kind of file folders you will use. There are 
several options. 

"Hanging Files" are my preference. Although they 
are more expensive than manila folders, they will last sig­
nificantly longer, and the plastic stand-up tabs make the 
labels much easier to read. 

If your filing cabinet doesn't accommodate hanging 
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files, you can purchase a hanging-file frame that can be 
sized to fit your file drawer. 

It is not necessary to put manila file-folders inside 
the hanging files, but there are a few situations when that 
is advisable to do so. Sometimes you may need to take 
material away from home or office to use it. For exam­
ple, you could use a manila folder to keep a file for a 
committee on which you serve so you can take the infor­
mation in the folder with you to the meeting. If you do 
use two folders, label the hanging file and the manila file 
identically. This will make it easy to return the file to its 
proper place. 

You could also use manila folders within a hanging 
file when you need to make subdivisions in the file. For 
example, the hanging folder could be labeled "Car," and 
the manila folders could be labeled "Car Insurance," 
"Car Repairs," etc. 

If you're using manila files, buy the kind that are re­
inforced across the top. They will last longer, and cause 
fewer paper cuts. You can crease the fold lines at the bot­
tom of the folder to increase its capacity and prevent ob­
struction of the file label. 

Another type is the "Box-Bottom" file, which is use­
ful for very thick files, or a file that has many subdivi­
sions. These have a one-half to three-inch cardboard 
strip in the bottom. 

Hanging folders come in a variety of colors, as do 
other types of file folders. The hanging folders some­
times come with colored plastic tabs, but in the case of 
the darker colors, such as red and blue, you may prefer 
to substitute clear plastic labels that are easier to read, 
particularly if you used typed labels. 

Plastic tabs can go on the front or back of hanging 
files. Most people put them on the back, probably be­
cause it is consistent with the label on the back of manila 
folders. Try putting them on the front instead. The big 
advantage of having the label on the front is that when 
you are filing a piece of paper and you grab the plastic 
tab the file automatically opens to the place you need to 
file the paper. Use whichever method you prefer, but be 
consistent. 
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There are also many other kinds of file folders avail­
able. If you have no filing cabinet but have shelf space, 
use file folders with labels on the narrow end instead of 
on the top. Then you can put your files on shelves and 
still see the labels easily. 

Some people like to use file folders with metal fas­
teners so that the papers can be punched and put in the 
file in chronological order and will stay that way. In most 
instances I find that the results are not worth the effort. 
Over and over again, I have seen filing pile up because it 
took too much time and effort to get the holes punched. 

Able Labels 

Labeling is the key to an effective filing system. 
Often I find files with penciled labels-or no label at all 
because they are only "temporary" files. But often, files 
become like the "temporary" building on my college 
campus that served as the music building for 27 years! It 
is very simple to use peel-off file labels so that if you need 
to change the label you can do so easily. In the mean­
time, you have a file you can easily find. 

Determine what the label should say by asking: "If I 
wanted this information again what word would I think 
of?" as previously discussed in "File Management." 

Type labels only if a typewriter is always available and 
you are comfortable enough with the typewriter to be able 
to do it easily or have someone do it for you. Even though I 
am a proficient typist, and have a secretary, I prefer to 
handwrite file labels because they're easier to read. I find 
that printing labels in capital letters creates the most consis­
tent, readable appearance. Portable label printers are wid~ 
ly available in prices starting at $50.00. These are excellent 
for labeling all kinds of items around your household. If 
you hand-label your files, use a dark-colored felt-tipped pen 
of medium thickness, and make sure to print clearly so that 
others can read the headings. One client attaches a pen on 
a string inside the file cabinet so the pen is always there 
when she wants it. 

Some people like to color-code their files, and there 
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are lots of ways to do so. You could use colored file fold­
ers, colored file labels, colored dots to stick on labels, or 
colored pens to write labels. Color is very useful if it tells 
a story. For example, you could use red labels on any 
files that contain information you will need at tax time, 
or you could use a different color for each member of 
the family. 

But color can also be confusing if it's not used con­
sistently and very frustrating when you want to make a 
file quickly but can't find the right color label, pen or 
dot. I would caution you to use color sparingly unless 
you have someone to help you with the file mechanics or 
you particularly enjoy doing it yourself. 

Whatever type of file folder you choose, put the key 
word at the left of the label when writing or typing labels. 
For example, "Education-John-1992" rather than 
"1992-Education-John." And beware of the ':Just for 
now" trap! Keep the system simple enough so that you 
can maintain it as you go. 

Too Many Systems 

One of the temptations-and most frequent 
mistakes-in setting up a filing system is to create too 
many systems. In doing this you create more work for 
yourself. If you are looking for information, you first 
have to remember which filing system it is in and 
then determine where it is in the system. If you are 
trying to file information, you may find it difficult to 
determine which system is appropriate for that infor­
mation. Unless there is a clear-cut identity, such as all 
files involving financial information, keep all files to­
gether in one A-Z system. Then if you are looking for 
"Entertaining," you will go directly to "E," instead of 
wondering whether you put it in the "personal" files 
or the "house" files. 

Special Mechanics Tips 

Here are some additional tips that will make the 
mechanics of your filing easier. 

One of the 
temptations in 
sening up a filing 
system is to create 
too many systems. 
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Avoid using paper clips in f"tles. 
They take up more space and, more importantly, 

catch on papers when you file them, obstructing the file 
label. Instead, use staples to keep together papers that 
are related. Also keep a staple remover handy. 

File papers so that the most recent ones are at 
the front. 

When you open the file you can immediately see 
the latest action or information. This will also make 
cleaning the file take less time because the oldest infor­
mation will automatically be at the back. 

Arrange the file folders alphabetically. 
Try this idea even if you've resisted it in the past. 

You'll be surprised at how much more quickly you will be 
able to find the file you are looking for. 

Label the outside of the f"tle cabinet as to its 
contents, either by subject or by alphabet. 

This will save you opening the third drawer when 
the file you want is in the second. 

File Maintenance 

No matter how much time and energy you spend 
creating a system to fit your particular needs, you will still 
need to adopt a plan to maintain the system. The follow­
ing steps will help. 

Determine when-or if-­
you wiU do the filing. 

More and more professional people are recogniz­
ing that it is cost effective to hire someone else to do the 
routine household management tasks-including 
filing-just as we hire others to maintain the lawn. 

If you will be doing your own filing, decide how you 
will keep the "File" pile from becoming larger than the 
file cabinet. Some people file when they pay bills. That 
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way, two potentially unpleasant tasks are done at the 
same time, and they can reward themselves with a more 
pleasant activity when they're finished. Other people 
wait until the "File" tray is full. 

People procrastinate about filing because they 
don't like deciding where the paper should be filed. 
That decision is easier to make when you have just read 
the letter or article. Remember that if you circle the key 
word or write it in the upper right hand comer before 
you put the paper in the "To File" tray or your "File" 
action file, the filing task will be only a mechanical one 
and will take less time. 

This method is essential if someone else does your 
filing because no two people would necessarily put a 
paper in the same file. A paper relating to your car insur­
ance, for example, could be filed under "Car" or "Insur­
ance." In this instance, the File Index again becomes 
invaluable. 

Clean out files as you use them. 

I cannot count how many times I've seen clients with 
a paper in hand they knew could be tossed say, "I'll have to 
clean this out someday," and promptly put the piece of 
paper back into the file again instead of directly into the 
wastebasket! 

Establish an annual ~Pile Clean-Out Day." 

Around tax time is frequently a good time, since 
you will be looking into many of your files at that time 
anyway. An alternative is to wait until you need the file 
space. As long as you have room to file papers easily the 
issue of purging is not a m.:Yor one. But when you neglect 
filing the paper you would like to file because it is physical­
ly uncomfortable or downright impossible to get your fin­
gers into the file cabinet, then the time for Clean Out 
Day has arrived! 
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How Long Is Enough? 

Determine how long you need to keep the papers 
you file. Date information when you file it so it will be 
easy to tell if it is recent enough to be useful. In certain 
cases, such as a file of newsletters, you can put the reten­
tion information right on the file label. For example, 
"Community Newsletter-Keep one year." 

The issue of retention guidelines is a difficult one. 
In many instances the decision is purely discretionary. 
How long do you want to keep articles you intend to 
read or reviews of restaurants? In other cases, you should 
simply keep material forever, updating the information 
as necessary. This would include birth certificates, wills, 
insurance policies, school and medical records, etc. 

There are legal reasons for keeping other material 
for a certain amount of time. This material mostly deals 
with financial and tax matters. For quick reference to see 
how long you should keep what, turn to the chart in the 
Appendix. 

There are other factors to consider in making your 
decision about retaining material. One is space. If you 
have enough of it (say a basement) to keep everything­
and it doesn't make you feel uncomfortable to have that 
paper laying around-then ignore it. Be sure the materi­
al is well organized-and make sure to separate the 
"archival materials" from those you are currently using. 

But even if you have ample room for storage, if you 
get a knot in your stomach every time you open the file 
drawer or closet door, the price you are paying for your 
failure to make decisions about paper retention is high, 
and you should look for alternatives. 
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You can manage every piece of paper in your life by 
using the techniques described in the previous seven chap­
ters. However, there are several categories of papers that 
particularly plague many households. 

There are essential papers relating to paying taxes 
and bills and for keeping family records. And there are 
other kinds of paper that seem to multiply like mushrooms 
all over the house--maps, coupons, flyers from local busi­
nesses, and instruction books that come with new electron­
ic gadgets, kitchen appliances and garden tools. 

Activities create more paper-travel, family celebra­
tions, seminars, recreation and sports events. Medical 
emergencies, education pursuits, career changes, job re­
sponsibilities, religious affiliations, club memberships, and 
community involvement add still more paper. 

Contributing to the accumulation are photographs 
and other family mementos, recipes, books, and articles 
from magazines and newspapers to which you want to 
refer in the future. 

And let's not forget about the papers relating to your 
children-papers that you need to keep about them, pa­
pers they need to keep relating to the management of 
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their own lives, and still more papers you or they want to 
save as memories of their achievements. 

You will undoubtedly have questions about certain 
pieces of paper and will discover a variety of ways you could 
handle them. How do you know which is best? 

No Right or Wrong Way 

Remember, there is no "right" or "wrong" way to 
organize anything. If you asked three different interior 
designers to redesign your living room, you would obvi­
ously get three different results. You might like all three 
of the plans, but probably one of them would appeal to 
you more than the others. If you asked three different 
people to write a newspaper article about a community 
event, you would undoubtedly get three different stories. 
They would probably all be accurate but would be col­
ored by the personal experiences and views of the indi­
vidual authors. 

Paper management has this same variety and flexibili­
ty. The next 11 chapters will discuss some of the m£Yor 
areas of paper management that you will have to fu.ce in 
your life. You will find different approaches for handling 
these challenges, along with some of the pros and cons for 
each method. Choose the way that sounds the most feasi­
ble to you. Be sure to give it a fu.ir try. 

Many people fail in setting up new systems because 
they do not allow enough time to develop the new habits 
that are necessary to make any kind of change in their life. 
Try the new system for a reasonable amount of time--two 
to three months is usually adequate. If the new system is 
still not working, ask yourself these questions: "Is the prob­
lem that I don't have enough time? If so, what can I do to 
make the time?" "Am I having problems with the mechan­
ics? If so, who can help me?" "Do I really want to do this? If 
not, is there anyone else who can do it? Or, what would 
happen if I didn't do it? What would I do then?" 

Often, all that is required for success is a modification 
of the system. Spend some time identifying what you liked 
about the system you tried and what you did not With that 
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information, you can move on to make the necessary 
changes to create a system that will work for you. 

Who's in Charge Here? 

One of the questions that inevitably arises in every 
household is who is going to manage the paper? There's 
likely to be a mcyor conflict if no one in the family is willing 
to do it, or if there's a disagreement about how the paper 
should be handled. 

Communication and negotiation are the keys to suc­
cess in family paper management. In most households, 
specific responsibilities are assigned to specific people. 
One person may pay bills, while another does the filing. 
Or, a husband and wife may elect to pick a "bill-paying 
night" and do it together. 

If one person generally does the filing, other family 
members should know something about the system in case 
that person is ill or absent. If someone tears out a newspa­
per article for filing, that same person should identify 
where to file it if he or she expects to be able to find it 
again. (See Chapter 11 for more details on this subject.) In 
fact, every member of the household will have some papers 
to handle. Children need to learn to take care of their own 
papers to help them learn to be independent. 

If one family member is more skilled in paper 
management-or more willing to learn-the entire 
family will benefit. In that case, the paper manager 
should be excused from doing some other household 
chores such as shopping errands, household mainte­
nance or outdoor maintenance. 

As with any attempt at learning something new, you'll 
discover stumbling blocks. Don't let that stop you! In every 
organizing process, things will seem worse before they get 
better. A natural outcome of sorting through piles of pa­
pers is a renewed awareness that we are not as productive 
as we would like to be. Concentrate on how you are going 
to improve the situation now, not what you should have 
done in the past. 

In every organizing 
process, things will 
seem worse before 
they get better. 
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How Does it Make You Feel? 

Sometimes my clients have a great deal of difficulty 
letting go of the excess in their lives, whether it is paper, 
clothes, kitchen utensils or their children's outgrown toys. 
If that's true in your case, ask the question, "How does hav­
ing this make me feel?" If the answer is anything nega­
tive--sad, angry, guilty-then decide whether you want to 
continue to surround yourself with anything that makes 
you feel unhappy. 

Often our willingness to let go of something increases 
if we can identify other people who need it more than we 
do. (For more information, see Chapter 23.) Often, local 
newspapers will list organizations that need donations of 
clothes, appliances and other items. Keep a list of these in 
your file or rotary file. 

The clarity of our goals and our willingness to look at 
the future instead of dwelling on the past is another impor­
tant factor in our ability to make decisions about what we 
need to keep. If you find yourself unable to make progress 
with letting go of things you know deep down inside you 
really don't need, it might be one symptom of a deeper un­
derlying problem. You may even wish to seek professional 
help in setting some specific goals in your life. 



Bills, Bills, Bills 

We can laugh about many of the papers in our lives, 
but there is little humor in unpaid bills. A lost bill can 
mean a disconnected telephone or a cold house in 
December. Bills can represent emotionally charged issues 
such as the extravagant new suit that you've never worn or 
the vacation that fizzled. 

We must not only deal with the issue of finding the 
money to pay bills, but we must also determine who pays 
them-when, where, and how. Frequently clients spend 
more time debating whether to postpone paying a bill 
than it would have taken for them to write the check. And 
how embarrassing it is when the mortgage company calls 
about your delinquent payment and you can't even find 
the payment book! 

Keeping Track 

You can reduce the stress of paying bills by 
establishing a method to keep track of them. The simplest 
method is to put all the bills in one place, pay them at least 
once a month, and then file all the receipts in one place, 
or in different places depending on the type of expense 
involved. ff you need to refer to the payment, you will be 
able to find the information. 

Using this method, it is not necessary to open a bill at 
the time you receive it In fuct, unless you plan to do some­
thing specific with the information in the bill at that time, I 
don't particularly recommend it The result of just open­
ing many bills without acting on them is a significant in­
crease in the number of pieces of paper you have to 
handle. More importantly, you increase the likelihood that 
the bill and its return envelope will get separated. 

ffyou're not going to pay all the bills at one time, you 
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need a good method to keep track of when to pay them. 
Try opening them and marking the amount due and the 
due date on the front of the envelope. Then put a note on 
your calendar on the day you need to pay the bill. Still an­
other method is to make a list of the bills as they come in. 
Then you can check them off as you pay them, noting the 
date paid and the check number. This list can be useful for 
future reference. 

Many people keep track of their expenses. This book 
is not intended to be a financial-planning guide; there are 
several good resources on that subject at your local book­
store or library. The i'SSue of tracking expenses as it relates 
to paper management, however, has to do with when (and 
where) you will record your expenses. Decide whether you 
will enter the information in your budget book when you 
pay bills or if that is an unrealistic expectation for one sit­
ting. If it is, determine when you will enter your expenses, 
just as you determined when you would pay your bills. Make 
an appointment with yourself and mark it in your calendar 
until you're in the habit of recording the information. 

Time to Pay Up 

A key element in creating a bill-paying system that 
works for you is recognizing that it must be done-by 
someone. If you hate doing it, do not assume that you have 
to be that someone. Your spouse might not mind handling 
the job. More and more people are simplifying their lives 
by using direct-payment services offered by many financial 
institutions. Find out if any offer a bill-payer system that 
allows you to pay your bills by punching the amounts into 
your touch-tone telephone. There are also computer 
programs designed to pay bills electronically. And more 
and more people are hiring others to do tasks like bill­
paying so that they have time and energy for other 
activities that are more fun-and maybe profitable, thus 
providing funds to pay for the service. 

If, however, you don't have the luxury of someone to 
help you pay your bills, what can you do to make the task 
more palatable? Undoubtedly the greatest inroad the com-
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puter industry has made into our homes is the area of 
managing finances. People who have had little interest in 
the computer are often motivated when they discover the 
power of using it to keep track 
of their financial situation. 

All that aside, the first 
step is to determine the best 
time for you to pay bills. Do 
you prefer to pay them once or 
twice a month or to pay each 
one as it arrives? 

In the interest of financial 
planning, it is wiser to pay bills 
once a month. This method 
gives you the opportunity to 
look at your overall financial 
picture and to make financial 
decisions based on hard facts, 
rather than on feelings and 
fears. For example, if you know 
you can't pay off the balance 
on all of your credit card bills, 
pay the one with the highest in-
terest rate. 

However, if you know 
yourself well enough to recog­
nize that you will procrastinate 
on a task that feels overwhelm­
ing-that is, facing a mountain 
of bills all at once-you may be 
better off paying each bill as it 
comes in. 

A Place to Pay Up 

A Simple Solution 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

One of the newest and most exciting tools 
on the market for helping you to manage your 
finances is called "The Daily Planner for Your 
Checkbook." This system uses a unique tool 
called The Checkbook Organizer which allows 
you to plan your purchases in advance and 
carry that plan with you right in your check­
book. 

You simply record the amount you have al­
located for each spending category of your 
monthly budget right in the Checkbook Orga­
nizer. When you make a purchase, whether by 
check, debit card, credit card or cash, you sub­
tract it from the appropriate category at the 
point of purchase. At any given time, you have a 
clear picture of your spending for that month. 
One of the most valuable aspects of the Check­
book Organizer is that it allows you to take an 
annual bill, such as a life insurance policy, and 
prorate it over the year. That means that when 
the bill arrives, the money to pay for it is already 
set aside in the insurance category of your 
Checkbook Organizer. (For information about 
this product, call 1--800-450-4580 and mention 
this book.) 

If you pay your bills at home, choose where you will 
do it. If you are going to pay bills as they arrive, the 
location where you'll pay them must be convenient; 
otherwise it will be too much trouble to go there and you 
willnotdoit. 
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If you pay bills once or twice a month, it is essential 
that you have a convenient place to put your "Pay" action 
file so you can put bills in the folder as they come in and 

you're sorting the mail. This 
place doesn't have to be the 

Reduce Your Credit Cards 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

One way to reduce the paper in your life is to 
keep fewer credit cards. You'll also save on annu­
al fees. And try to pay off credit card bills month­
ly so you don't pay non-deductible interest. If 
you must carry a balance, make sure your card 
has a low interest rate. And if you own a home, 
consider a home equity loan, the interest on 
which is most likely tax deductible. 

same place where you will 
eventually pay the bills. 

Be sure to have every­
thing you need in your bill­
paying location-stamps, 
envelopes, a pen that works, 
your checkbook, and a place to 
put the receipts from the paid 
bills. Have a large wastebasket 
within reach for all those flyers 
with the "too good to be true" 
temptations! Finally, be sure to 

get the stamped bills to a place where you will see them so 
they actually get to the mailbox. Frequently amid my 
clients' piles of papers, I find checks they wrote but never 
mailed. Failure to mail a payment can cause frustration 
and confusion when you receive a delinquency notice for a 
bill you thought you'd paid. Your check register indicates 
you paid it. You remember writing the check. Did it get lost 
in the mail? Did the company make a mistake? Only when 
your bank statement arrives, or you call.the company, can 
you know for sure whether or not you paid the bill. And if 
it turns out you hadn't made the payment, you also have to 

pay past due penalties. 
If you pay bills at the office, establish a system for get­

ting the bills from your mailbox at home to the office. Put 
them in a basket near the door, in a file on your desk or di­
rectly into your briefcase. You can also arrange to have the 
bills mailed directly to your office. 

Billing Statements: 
To Save or Not to Save 

Arter you have paid the bills, you've got to do 
something with the statements. Ask yourself: ''Why would I 
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need this statement?" If you recall your past habits, you 
may realize that you have indeed never used the 
information. You might then decide to throw the 
statements away, knowing that you can always refer to your 
canceled checks and check register. 

You could keep a record of payments to a particular 
company in case there are billing questions. Put the state­
ments in a reference file marked "MasterCard," or "Sears," 
or a more generic file, "Bills Paid." 

Another function of such a file would be to provide a 
record of personal expenses. For example, if you are di­
vorced you may keep records of expenditures on children 
in case a problem develops with child support. If so, create 
a reference file called "Child Support," "Children," or "Fi­
nancial Information-Children." 

You may keep certain statements for specific, but tem­
porary, circumstances. For example, if you plan to sell your 
home within the next year, keep the utility bills because the 
information will interest a potential buyer. 

Frequently the primary reason for keeping the infor­
mation is "For the IRS." See the next chapter for detailed 
information. 
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Receipts: Trash or Treasure 

Then there's the humble credit card receipts and 
A1M receipts-those flimsy little pieces of paper which you 
often find stuffed in your suit pockets, lying on top of your 
dresser and buried in your briefcase or desk drawers. What 
should you do with them? 

Keep in mind that the main purpose of those credit 
card receipts is to make sure you have been billed properly, 
and to use as proof of purchase in the event you need to 
make a return or exchange. One simple method is to get 
several business-size envelopes--one for each credit card. 
Put the name of one card on each envelope and, if you 
have the space, hang the envelopes on a bulletin board 
with the flap tucked inside to create a pocket. When you 
return home, put receipts in the appropriate envelopes. 
When the credit card bills arrive, you can match them up 
with the receipts in minutes and pay the bills. (The enve­
lope method also works well for bank statements.) 

Some receipts must be retained for tax and other fi­
nancial record-keeping purposes. Other reasons you 
should keep a receipt include mcyor purchases which have 
a warranty, tax-deductible items, or a property improve­
ment expense. 



The Tax Man 
Cometh 

Someone once said that to live comfortably it's not 
how much you earn, but how much you keep after taxes. 
You might hate to pay them, think the system is unfair, 
dislike the forms, and stage a mini-tax rebellion, but in 
the end the tax man cometh-sometimes with penalty! 

It's April 7. You haven't seen the top of the dining 
room in two weeks because shopping bags and shoe 
boxes of paid bills and receipts, piles of canceled checks 
and unidentified cash register receipts cover it. There are 
more receipts in the bottom of your briefcase, the back of 
the dresser drawer and on your kitchen counter. 

To add to the chaos, you've got a 15-page guide 
from your accountant with instructions on what informa­
tion he or she needs. Your head pounds and your stom­
ach churns as the countdown begins to April 15. What 
can you do to minimize the stress around this deadline? 

Two Kinds of Taxpayers 

first, it's important to recognize that there are basi­
cally two kinds of taxpayers-those who feel comfortable 
only if they record deductions as they occur during the 
year and those who prefer to ignore the entire issue until 
the fear of the penalty for late payment is greater than 
their willingness to procrastinate. 

Somewhere in our education about managing our 
financial affairs we heard the message that the right way 
to keep tax records is on a daily, or at least some fre­
quent, basis. We envision a professional-looking ledger 
with neat entries and accurate totals at the end of each 
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month. Most of all we dream of walking into the tax 
accountant's office the first week of February with every­
thing in order! 

There are many ways to maintain tax information. 
One man I know files all his receipts in two huge 
garbage bags-one labeled "Tax Deductible" and the 
other "Non-Tax Deductible." He then ignores the issue 
of taxes until the deadline hovers over him and he's 
forced to dig in. 

Most people require a slightly more sophisticated 
system. Some people require a much more sophisticated 
system. But everyone should have some system because 
the more records you have, the more claims you can 
prove-and the more money you will save. If your 
records are incomplete, you're likely to pay Uncle Sam 
more than you legally owe. 

If you have never filed your taxes before April 15, 
you're probably not the type of person who will consci­
entiously maintain daily records. Perhaps you should 
accept that as a reality-and plan accordingly! 

Determine your style of recordkeeping and weigh 
the alternatives for yourself. What are the risks of post­
poning the task? What is the worst possible thing that 
could happen? What would you do in that situation? Do 
you need an on-going system to feel secure? Is it reason­
able to design a system that requires daily entries, or is it 
more realistic to accept the fact that you will not deal 
with taxes until April? 

Crucial Steps 

Regardless of your style, there are certain steps 
that are crucial: 

• H you have a tax advisor, make an appointment to get 
together well before April 15 to determine exactly 
what records you need to keep if it is not clear to you. 
This will eliminate unnecessary paper, and insure that 
you retain essential information. 

• Designate a place to keep any information ,relevant to 
your tax return. It can be a dresser drawer, a file, a 
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shoebox, a calendar, a computer-in short, anything 
that works for you. 

• Pay tax-deductible items by check or credit card when­
ever possible. At the end of the year, sorting canceled 
checks and credit card receipts is much easier than 
sorting cash register receipts with blurred dates and 
miscellaneous unidentified scraps of paper. Some 
banks and brokerage firms even offer systems that 
break out taxable items paid by check. Computer soft­
ware programs are also available for that purpose. 

• Ask yourself how much of your recordkeeping or tax 
preparation you really need or want to do yourself. Is 
there someone who can help-another family mem­
ber, perhaps, or a professional? 

The Ongoing System 

In my experience, it's possible, and preferable, to 
avoid all the last-minute work if you can. What are the 
advantages of an on-going recordkeeping system? 

A key advantage is that you are less likely to omit le­
gitimate expenses if you record them as they occur. You 
will also be able to make better financial decisions, par­
ticularly if your income varies from month to month, as 
in the case of many self-employed people. 

An ongoing recordkeeping system also helps in 
case you're audited. Your chances of defending your 
deductions are greater if there is evidence that your 
expenses were noted "contemporaneously," as the IRS 
states it. Taxpayers are no longer permitted to re-create 
records months later to satisfy an audit, unless the 
records were destroyed in an extreme circumstance such 
as fire or flood. 

If you're audited, records are essential. Legitimate 
expenses may be disallowed for lack of documentation. 
If that is not enough to spur you into action, consider 
the high cost of interest and penalties on past due tax. 

Finally, if you've kept accurate records through 
the year, you'll find it easier to get your information 

It's possible, and 
preferable, to avoid 
all the last-minute 
work if you can. 
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to your tax accountant or file your forms yourself be­
fore the April rush. One of my clients routinely used 
to request an extension on April 15 instead of filing 

The Electronic Method 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

his return. After we worked 
out a recordkeeping system, 

If you use your computer for managing your 
finances, you'll certainly want to consider a soft­
ware program for preparing returns! 

not only did he file his re­
turn early for the first time 
in his life, he received a re­
fund on March 15! Instead 
of paying a penalty for non­
payment of taxes, he re­
ceived an interest payment 
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on his savings account. 
If you choose to keep your records as you go, 

make an appointment with yourself to get it done, 
whether at the end of each working day, or at the time 
you pay the bills. If you record expenses on a calendar, 
choose one with enough space to write-or use a sepa­
rate notebook. Don't let perfectionism defeat you. If 
you forget to record a luncheon expense at the time, 
decide what you can do next time. A less than perfect 
recordkeeping system is better than no system at all. 

Keep accurate records of income from all 
sources-for example, your job, freelance work, and 
interest paid and capital gains realized from savings ac­
counts and investments. Note the source of the income 
in your check register. IRS auditors frequently match 
deposit records to amounts declared on tax returns. If 
you cannot prove that a $2,000 deposit is repayment of 
a loan to a friend by showing a copy of your original 
check or other transmittal, the IRS could treat the en­
tire amount as taxable income. 

File records of deductible items such as medical 
bills, charitable donations or casualty losses as soon as 
you get them. The system that demands the least 
amount of work has two clearly labeled envelopes for 
each deductible category: expenses paid by check or 
credit card; cash receipts. The information in these en­
velopes will not be needed unless you are audited by 
the IRS and need additional supporting evidence. 
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The April Approach 

It is also possible (with certain preliminary precau­
tions) to wait until April 15 is just around the corner 
and still do the job effectively. It makes little difference 
whether you spend ten min-
utes a day, one hour a week, 
or three days a year working 
on taxes. If waiting until the 
last minute is your normal ap­
proach, accept it and plan for 
it. Here's a game plan that 
should help you out. 

Even if you prefer the 
April Approach for organizing 
your records, remember that 
you still have to have the 
records available when the 

It May Come As a Surprise ... 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Most taxpayers don't really have to file by April 
15 because they don't owe a dime on their re­
turns! There's no penalty for missing the dead­
line if you are due a refund. But don't wait too 
long! You still have to file a return; failing to do 
so until after the IRS figures you are late-and 
asks you about it-could mean a penalty. 

time comes. First collect the records-canceled checks, 
credit card receipts and statements, bank statements, cash 
register receipts, calendars, and any articles or other infor­
mation you may have collected about what you can 
deduct-and sort them. 

When all the papers have been separated into the 
appropriate piles, place each category into a separate con­
tainer, such as a large envelope, plastic basket, or shoe 
box. Label each category clearly. Since you will probably 
need more than one sitting to complete your taxes, these 
labeled containers make it easier to clear your work area, 
if necessary, and to find your place when you are ready to 
continue. 

Now take one category at a time. Eliminate dupli­
cate receipts; for example, keep either the customer copy 
of a credit card payment or the copy sent with your 
monthly statement Always keep the receipt with the most 
complete information, or staple the receipts together. If 
you need to correlate your charges with your calendar in 
order to prove a tax deductible expense, such as in the 
case of entertainment, put all receipts in chronological 
order to speed up the process. 
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Preparing to File 

Whether you keep your papers organized 
through the year or you wait to organize them when 
you do your taxes, the rest of the process is the same. 
Use a calculator with a tape to total the receipts for 
each category of deductible items and staple the tape 
to each pile. Write the category on the tape. If you use 
an accountant, make an itemized list of your deduc­
tions so the accountant can double-check your work, 
and so it will be easier to support your claim in the 
case of an audit. 

While you've held most of the information 
concerning your deductions through the year, 
other records of deductions and documents re­
garding your income will be supplied by others, so 
watch your mail carefully. Mixed in with the usual 
junk are documents critical for your tax return. 
These include: 

• a W-2 form from your employer, if you work for wages; 

• a 1098 detailing how much mortgage interest you paid 
last year; 

• 1099 forms, if you are an independent contractor, 
own stock that paid dividends, or had interest or other 
types of non-wage income. If you have kept good 
records, you can match the 1099s against them. This 
double-check not only helps catch any errors; it also 
keeps you from overlooking taxable income if the 
1099 doesn't show up. If the IRS gets a copy of a 1099 
and you don't, their computers will spot the underpay­
ment and audit you for the money plus interest and 
possible penalties. 

Now you are ready to begin entering the infor­
mation on the tax forms, or to take the information to 
your accountant. (Many accountants will provide a 
worksheet for compiling information.) 



CHAPTER 14 THE TAX MAN COMETH 

What Should You Keep-and for 
How Long? 

0 nee you've finished filing your return, the next 
consideration is how long to keep the material you've 
collected. The simple answer is to keep whatever you 
need to persuade the IRS that everything on your return 
is accurate. Hang on to the evidence for as long as the 
IRS has the right to question your return. 

Ordinarily, that's three years from the due date for 
the return, including extensions, to assess any additional 
tax. But a return can be audited for six years if the IRS 
suspects the taxpayer has neglected to report substantial 
income; if fraud is suspected, there is no time limit. 

Your recordkeeping system doesn't have to be elab­
orate or sophisticated. What is more important is to have 
a system-and the discipline to keep the files up to date. 

Set up a separate reference file for each year's tax 
information, and separate it into folders for each item­
ized deduction: medical, taxes, interest, etc. Save any 
bills, receipts and canceled checks that correspond to 
those deductions. 

If you write off the cost of a business car, keep the 
logbook in which you recorded your trips as well as 
evidence of the costs you incur. 

If you claim as a dependent someone who is not 
your child, keep a separate file for the evidence that shows 
you provide more than half of that person's support. 

Keep information that relates to the purchase of all 
homes at least six years after the sale of the last house. 
This includes your title, deed of purchase, information 
about your home's purchase price, sales price, capital 
improvements and repairs. 

Records that verify the amount you paid for an 
investment (your cost basis) should be kept for three 
years after you've sold the investment and reported your 
gains or losses on your tax return. 

Keep the tax returns themselves forever. 
Remember, you may want some records, such as 

warranties for major purchases, beyond the time the IRS 
requires for audit purposes. 
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Your 
''To Read'' Plle 

Your "To Read" pile may be one of your biggest 
challenges. Most of us find it tough to stay current with 
all of the newspapers, magazines and books we want to 
read. Add in professional journals and newsletters, 
instruction guides for all the electronic gadgets we've got 
in the house, and promotional materials for insurance 
policies, self-improvement opportunities and political 
candidates. The task of keeping up with our reading 
becomes overwhelming. 

In many cases, the real issue of "To Read" is not to 
read, but to rernernher. The main reason to be "well-read" is 
that we want to be well-balanced in our knowledge so our 
lives will be more productive. We also feel we should read 
broadly because we worry we might miss something that 
could be very important to our lives, or at least be a lot of 
fun! And we'd like to be well-read to make a good impres­
sion on our friends and business colleagues. 

There's a very positive aspect to an overflowing "To 
Read" pile. It shows that we have many interests, which 
makes us interesting, creative people. Remember that a 
creative mind always has more ideas than the body can 
carry out Many of those ideas come from what we read, 
but what we must remember is that there's no shortage of 
resources for ideas. There will always be more things to 
read, so spend your time reading, not feeling guilty over 
what you haven't read. 
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Be Selective 

The first step in solving the problem is to accept the 
fact that it's unlikely you will ever be able to read all the 
things you think you ought to read, let alone all the things 
you would like to read-even if you do take the best speed­
reading course the country has to offer! The law of rising 
expectations will undoubtedly prevail: If you increase the 
speed at which you can read, the amount of information 
you want to read will also increase. So, although 
completing a speed-reading course may be a desirable 
goal, it will not solve the problem of the ever-growing "To 
Read" pile. 

The issue is not reading 
faster, but reading smarter. One 
of the first rules is to be more 
selective. Instead of taking 
time browsing through a mag­
azine or journal, check the 
table of contents for articles 
that relate to your specific in­
terest. Read lead paragraphs, 
lead sentences and closing 
paragraphs to get the main 
idea. Beware of the lures of 
modern day marketing! Do 
you catch yourself reading a 
publication or mc:yor advertis­
ing promotion just because 
the promoter made it look so 
appealing, while at the same 
time ignoring a publication 
you must read to be current in 
your field? 

Play a game with yourself to see how much potential 
reading material you can eliminate before it ever gets to 
your "To Read" pile. How much can go directly into the 
wastebasket, for example. Or, if you can't resist the tempta­
tion to read everything that comes into your house-even 
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stumbling block in 
reducing the "To 
Read" pile. 
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if you have no need to read it-take yourself off mailing 
and circulation lists. (See page 31 for the address you can 
write to do so.) Also, be particularly leery of those publica­
tions you receive as business perks. Ask yourself, "If I were 
paying for this publication out of my own pocket, would I 
still order?" If not, cancel it, or give it to someone who 
would benefit more from the subscription. 

Make an inventory of the magazines and periodicals 
you receive each month. Estimate the amount of time it 
would take to read them the way you'd like to. Are your ex­
pectations realistic? If not, what can you do about it? Identi­
fy which publications contribute the most value. Consider 
alternating subscriptions every year or two. 

Improve Your Technique 

When you have eliminated absolutely everything 
you think you can, try to improve your reading techniques. 

Perfectionism is one stumbling block in reducing the 
"To Read" pile. For example, you receive an alumni 
newsletter in the mail. You're interested in the news of 
your former classmates, but there simply isn't time to read 
it now. So you put the newsletter on the credenza behind 
your desk or in the basket beside your lounge chair in the 
family room. Guess what? Six months later it's still ther~ 
along with the next five issues! 

Or you receive a journal from your professional asso­
ciation. You feel obligated to keep up with the latest hap­
penings and there are some activities in which you would 
like to participate, but there's no time to read the journal 
when it arrives. Into the basket it goes. By the time you get 
around to reading it a month later, the seminar that really 
suited your needs is filled or already over. 

The end result in both of these cases is usually that 
you eventually tire of seeing the piles and toss everything 
out. No purpose is served in holding on to them except to 
create clutter and guarantee guilt! 

There are no magic words to make your 'To Read" 
pile disappear if it's too high. You have three options: Read 
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it, file it or throw it away. If you choose the first option, you 
face a time-management problem. There is only one way 
to read, and that is to create the time to do it 

Make an appointment with yourself to read and mark 
it on your calendar, just as you would make an appoint­
ment with someone else to go to the movies. Consider your 
own biological rhythms. Is it easier to get up an hour earli­
er or stay up an hour later? Can you take your lunch to 
work two days a week and read through your lunch hour? 
To stay abreast with your business reading, can you set 
aside a "quiet time" each day, or two to three times a week, 
when your assistant will screen out all but the most impor­
tant calls? Or can you put your phone on voice mail? 

Incorporate 

look for creative ways to incorporate reading into 
your daily life. Instead of driving to work, can you use 
public transportation or a car pool and use that time for 
reading? Do you travel frequently? If so, designate a place 
to put reading materials you can take with you on your 
next trip. Then use those inevitable delays as a gift of 
reading time instead of a total disaster. 

Do you drive a car pool for your children and end 
up waiting for them, spend time waiting in doctor's of­
fices or go to meetings that frequently begin late? Always 
carry reading materials with you so you can make the 
time productive. 

I'm not suggesting that every uncommitted moment 
should be spent reading-or anything else. Sometimes the 
best way to use a few unexpected moments is to do some 
deep breathing or fantasize about a day at the beach! How­
ever, if you carry reading material with you, you can make a 
conscious choice instead of finding yourself in an uncon­
scious trap. Keep in mind that it can be "fun reading!" One 
client of mine loves to read spy novels. He always carries 
one with him on airplanes-the only time he enjoys that 
relaxation luxury. 

Sometimes the best 
way to use a few 
unexpected moments 
is to do some deep 
breathing or fantasize 
about a day at the 
beach! 
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Categorize Your Reading 

Separate your reading into types of reading. Keep all 
high priority reading together so that when you have set 
aside reading time you won't be tempted by material that 

belongs in a lower priority 
category. 

Effective Catalog Shopping 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Write the name and page number of the items 
you're interested in on the catalog. When you're 
ready to order, you'll be able to find the items 
quickly. Or tear out the pages, but be sure to jot 
down the phone number you'll need for order­
ing or tear out the mail order form-and throw 
the rest of the catalog away. 

Put material from other 
categories where it can be read 
as time permits. For example, 
many people enjoy reading 
mail-order catalogs when they 
want to relax. If you do, put a 
basket beside your bed where 
you can collect the catalogs, 
and read them at your leisure. 
But when the basket gets full, 
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that's your signal it's time to 
toss some out-or start over completely. 

Another category might be materials that you would 
like to read but that are not a high priority and will be out­
dated at a specific time. Jot down on the cover the dead­
line date for reading. If you haven't read it in, say, six 
weeks, or when the basket it full, throw the material out! 
This category of reading is a good one to carry with you 
when you're traveling. As you finish reading something, 
you can toss it out, offering the added incentive of lighten­
ing your luggage! 

Put the category of reading in a location where you 
are most likely to read it. For example, I like to read cata­
logs when I'm watching television, so I put it in a basket be­
side my chair. I do "high priority" reading when I travel, so 
I carry it in a file in my briefcase. 

Use Your Reference Files 

Many people are hesitant to file away an article that 
they haven't read because they're afraid it "may not be 
worth it." My experience has made it clear that we are 
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more apt to read immediately those articles that relate to 
important or timely issues. For example, if you find an 
article on planning a birthday party for a five-year-old and 
your son just turned four, your motivation to read the 
article will not be very great, but if his birthday is a month 
away you will be very interested in the information. 

When you find an article that interests you but you 
don't have time to read it, tear out the article, file it accord­
ing to the topic it relates to and discard the magazine. 
Then, when you are dealing with the topic, it will be much 
easier to determine if the article is useful. If the article re­
mains in the pile of magazines behind your credenza, it's 
highly unlikely you'll remember the article, let alone have 
the time to go through the pile to find it! 

If you frequently need to save articles related to your 
personal or professional interests, consider creating a sepa­
rate file system that I call a "Library File." To determine 
where information should go, use the same question you 
ask for your reference files: "What word will I think of if I 
want to find this information?" For example, an article 
about how to choose a caterer could go in a library file 
called "Entertaining," or an article on antique restorers 
could go in "Decorating" or "House Information." 

A client of mine who is a physician scans the table of 
contents of his medical journals as they arrive, notes which 
articles he wants filed and jots in the margin the name of 
the file where they should be filed. His assistant files the ar­
ticles so they are available for his reading when he is deal­
ing with a particular medical problem. 

Always read with a pen in your hand. If you find a 
magazine article you'd like to save but can't tear it out be­
cause your spouse hasn't read the issue or there is another 
article of interest on the other side, just note the page 
number of the article (and the subject, ifyou wish) on the 
cover. Then, later on, when you're faced with stacks of old 
magazines, you will be able to identify quickly which con­
tain articles you want to keep. (You may also discover some 
articles that interest you less than they did when you 
marked them!) 
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Look at each 
publication 
individually and 
make a decision 
about how long you 
will keep it. 
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Set Limits 

One of the most common questions from clients is 
"How long should I keep books, newspapers and 
magazines?" There is no right or wrong answer to this 
question. The answer depends entirely upon your feelings 
about these publications. For example, some people enjoy 
being around books, whether they have read them or 
not-or ever intend to read them. They appreciate books 
the way other people appreciate art or scenic views. If you 
feel that way about books and you have enough bookshelf 
space, by all means keep them. 

However, if you're like me and too many books create 
stress, then eliminate those you've read and don't intend 
to read again and those either given to you (even if they 
did cost a fortune!) or that you picked up off the "Under 
$2.00" shelf in the local bookstore and that you never ex­
pect to read. But don't just throw them away! There are 
many productive uses for unwanted books, as discussed 
later in this chapter. As for the books you still want to read, 
make an appointment with yourself and get to iL 

What about magazines and newspapers? Again, there 
is no right or wrong answer. Look at each publication indi­
vidually and make a decision about how long you will keep 
it For example, if you have young children, you may feel 
compelled to keep your National Geographic as reference 
material for future school projects. If you really enjoy cook­
ing or you entertain frequently, you may decide to keep 
Gourmet permanently. News magazines, however, are of lit­
tle value when they are more than a week or two old, un­
less you happen to be a historian or a journalist 

I use the Sunday paper as my signal that it's time to 
discard the previous week's papers. If there are articles I re­
ally want to read but did not get around to it, I tear them 
from the paper and file them in my reference file as dis­
cussed earlier in this chapter. You may wish to photocopy 
newspaper articles. They can be reduced in size and there­
fore take up less file space. In addition, the photocopy will 
last longer than a newspaper copy. 
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Identify those items that are of extremely limited 
value when they become outdated. Last week's 1V Gu:uk, 
old phone books, catalogs from stores from which you've 
never ordered, and last month's Newsweek are primary can­
didates for the trash! 

If you really enjoy holding on to publications, what is 
the best way to do it? The first step is the same one we use 
in organizing so many things: "Put like objects together." 
For example, keep all travel books together, all kitchen 
magazines together, all catalogs together. If you like, put 
colored dots on book bindings to make it easy to keep 
them in the appropriate category. Put magazines in card­
board or plastic magazine holders-labeled with the name 
and year of publication. When you see the amount of one 
category you have accumulated, you can determine 
whether you really want to take up that much of your living 
space with that item. 

If you do get rid of material, consider creating a card 
file, alphabetized by subject, so you can note a particular 
book, magazine or article that interested you. Then if it be­
comes important, you can easily retrieve the material from 
your local library. If you do not want a separate system, put 
the information in an existing file on that su~ect or inside 
another book you already have on the su~ect 

Mter you've categorized all your reading material and 
eliminated anything that you decide is excess, the final step 
is to designate a place to keep it To determine that, ask 
yourself where you would be most likely to read or other­
wise utilize the information. If it is reference material, in 
what room would you look for it? Travel and foreign lan­
guage books might be best in the library or family room, 
while light fare such as People or Reader's Digest might go in a 
basket beside your lounge chair to read during commer­
cials. Millions of us enjoy reading in the bathroom, so a 
magazine rack hanging on the back of the bathroom door 
might be the perfect place for the lightweight reading! 
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Alternative Measures 

If bookshelf space is a problem even after you have 
eliminated all the publications you can, then what? If you 
have some books that are important to the family but not 
particularly to you, identify your alternatives. Is there 
someone else in the family who would enjoy them more? If 
your children want them but are not in a position to take 
them now, put them in boxes in a safe, but less accessible 
location in your home-clearly labeled! If there is no 
available space, consider renting a self-storage unit 

If you have books that no longer interest you or your 
family, donate them to a library or professional association, 
or sell them at a secondhand bookstore. If you have a large 
number of books, check your Yellow Pages to find a book 
dealer who will pick up the books at your house, so you can 
avoid the hassle of carting them around. 

Consider alternatives to reading. There is nothing 
that says you are un-American if you don't read the daily 
newspaper (although you'll undoubtedly be more in­
formed if you make a 15- to 30.-minute appointment with 
yourself each day to read one). A friend of mine says it 
took him years to admit that he really could read all he 
wanted to of the newspaper by looking over the shoulder 
of the person standing next to him on the subway! Instead 
of reading the paper, consider watching a hal£hour nightly 
news broadcast at least a few times a week. 

Another way to keep up with books that you'd like to 
read is to buy-or rent or borrow-the audiotape version. 
Books on tape are a great way to relax or to educate your­
self while commuting. I regularly listen to these tapes on 
my car's cassette player. In addition, I carry a small 
portable tape recorder so if I hear something that I want to 
act upon or make a note of I can record it (I can also use 
the tape to make an oral note of something I think about 
as I'm driving.) When I reach my destination, I transfer my 
recorded notes to my calendar, "To Do" list, rotary tele­
phone file, reference files or other appropriate place. Tap­
ing parts of tapes is like saving articles of interest from a 
magazine instead of keeping the whole issue. In this in-



CHAPTER 15 YOUR "TO READ" PILE 

stance, I avoid creating a tape pile. 
A client of mine used to have all kinds of books, mag­

azines and newspapers all over her house until she built a 
new house and discovered what it cost her per square foot. 
When she saw what her packrat behavior was costing her, 
she threw all the reading material out! Remember, this 
country is full of libraries! 
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Your 
''To Write'' Plle 

If you want to see guilt written on the faces of a lot of 
people in a big hurry, just mention the phrase "letter 
writing!" The mobility of our society and our changing 
lifestyles have created an enormous network of people with 
whom we would like, or think we ought, to communicate. 
High divorce and remarriage rates result in larger, 
extended families. All of these situations have complicated 
our lives and made it more difficult than ever to keep up 
written communication. 

Personal Correspondence 

As with every other aspect of paper management 
that we've discussed, selectivity is the key. There will akvays 
be more people to write to than you will have time for so 
choose those who mean the most to you. Keep in mind 
that circumstances change, and we do outgrow friendships. 
At twenty-five, you probably felt that your college 
roommate would always be an important person in your 
life, but your paths led in different directions and you now 
realize you have litde in common. 

If you're serious about keeping up with your friends 
through letters, the most important thing to do is to set 
aside a regular time to write, such as one Sunday per 
month, or one letter before your favorite television pro­
gram. Write just one letter a week and you can communi­
cate with 52 friends each year. 

Do whatever you can to make letter writing enjoyable 
and efficient. If that means using a computer or a type­
writer, by all means do so! Some of us would never write to 
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our :fumily and friends if we had to write by hand-and in 
the case of a few people I know the recipients wouldn't be 
able to read the letters if we did. Personally, I love letters-­
all letters--and I have yet to criticize someone who wrote 
me on their PC. 

If you're going to write, choose stationery and a pen 
that you like and find easy to use. Select different styles of 
writing paper for different occasions. Carry notepaper in 
your handbag or briefcase so you can jot a quick note 
while you wait for an appointment. This is also a great way 
to use postcards that you pick up while on vacation. 

Thank-you notes and letters of condolence are espe­
cially important kinds of correspondence. Not only do we 
want to do what is socially correct, but we want people to 
know we appreciate their kindnesses and care about their 
suffering. In some cases you may find it's easier for you to 
make a telephone call than it is to write a letter. If you feel 
you must write a letter, do whatever you can to simplify the 
process. I find it helpful to purchase multiple copies of any 
thank you or sympathy cards I particularly like. If you don't 
have a card on hand and don't have time to get one, write 
a note on personal stationery. 

We often put off writing a letter because there are so 
many things we want to say. But the longer we put it off, 
the more there is to write. Then we decide we will wait 
until Christmas, but the holidays come and go, and the 
Christmas cards that we did manage to purchase are still in 
the desk drawer. Finally, we are so embarrassed by our neg­
ligence that we completely lose contact with a friend. 

If you recognize this scenario, ask yourself when was 
the last time you got a short note from a friend and com­
plained, "My, that sure was a short note!" A short note is 
better than no note at all. Beware of perfectionism. Write 
what you can when you can, and the people who are truly 
friends will understand and be glad to hear from you. 

Birthdays and Anniversaries 

There are a variety of ways to handle those annual 
special events. First, find a place to consistently list 
birthdays and anniversaries-a special occasion book, a 

Write what you can 
when you can, and 
the people who are 
truly friends will 
understand and 
be glad to hear 
from you. 
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a business letter by 
writing a note on the 
letter itself. 
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section of your "To Do" book, or on a card in your rotary 
phone-file. (If you keep track of many dates, create one 
card for each month.) 

Next you've got to find a way to remind yourself to 
look at the list One person I know checks her list at the be­
ginning of each month and transfers into her calendar the 
days she needs to mail the cards or gifts (not the day of the 
birthday, when it is usually too late to take action). You may 
prefer to put all the reminders into your calendar at once 
for the entire year. 

One of the risks of purchasing greeting cards that you 
see and like, even if you don't know to whom you will send 
them, is forgetting you have them-or not being able to 
find them at the right time. To avoid this, establish a specif 
ic place to keep the cards. Be sure that it is easily accessible 
if you want to encourage yourself to use them! If you keep 
more than 12 or 15 cards on hand, organizing them by oc­
casion will save you time and prevent frustration. Buy one 
of those beautiful cardboard boxes, or use large envelopes 
(8 W' x 11"), tuck in the flap to make a large pocket enve­
lope, and write "Anniversary," "Birthday," etc. on the out­
side. Arrange the envelopes alphabetically, and put them 
in your reference file. 

Business vs. Pleasure 

Again, it is very helpful to have stationery on hand 
that you can use for writing or typing business letters. 
You can often answer a business letter by writing a note 
on the letter itself. (Keep a copy for yourself only if 
necessary, rather than out of habit.) Another quick way 
to write a business letter is to use a personalized 
postcard. I had some personalized ones printed to use 
for requesting information or confirming appointments. 

Separate your "To Write" category into "Business" 
and "Personal." You may feel in the mood to write a quick 
thank you note but not to inquire about a discrepancy in 
your credit card bill. Sometimes you may find it conve­
nient, or even fun, to take a box of note stationery and 
your "To Write-Personal" file with you to the doctor's of 
fice or the beach. 



Family Records 

A father had to revaccinate his five-year-old for 
school because he couldn't find the child's immunization 
card and the doctor who treated her was no longer in 
practice. A business executive missed an important 
financial opportunity when she needed to fly to Italy but 
couldn't find her passport. A financially-strapped widow 
lost more than $2,000 in medical insurance re­
imbursements because she didn't file the claims within the 
two-year time limit. 

What if you need to make an overseas business trip or 
you want to sell some stock--could you find your passport 
or records of the stock's purchase easily? What if you or 
your spouse--or both of you-suddenly died or became 
incapacitated? Would someone know where to find your 
will or what insurance benefits you have? What about the 
key to your safe deposit box? Could anyone find the cash 
stashed away in a money market fund? Make sure any in­
formation that your survivors need is easily accessible. 
(Call 800-427-0237 if you would like information about 
InfoTamer, a notebook you can use to record vital names 
and numbers.) 

If any of these questions makes you feel uneasy, it is 
essential that you organize your records. As you do, you 
will be able to identifY areas that need attention, such as 
out-of-date wills, inadequate homeowner's insurance, miss­
ing legal documents, or a beneficiary change you need to 
make on your insurance policy. Chapter 11 explained how 
to organize and maintain reference files. This chapter sug­
gests what material should go into the folders. 

Bank Records 

Your files should include the name and address of 

C H A P T E R 

SEVENTEEN 

121 



122 

TAMING T H E P A P E R T I G E R 

each bank, credit union, or savings and loan association 
where you have an account. Also include each type of 
account, the account numbers and signers of the accounts, 
as well as numbers of CDs and the location of passbooks, 
statements and CDs. 

Many banks block joint accounts when they receive 
notification of death of one of the joint owners. If this is 
the case, each spouse may wish to set up a separate emer­
gency account in his or her own name. Ask your bank to 
write you a letter stating its policy, so you know beforehand. 

Credit Cards and Charge Accounts 

list account numbers and names of issuers so that 
lost or stolen cards can be promptly reported missing. In 
the event of death, survivors can notify issuers of the cards 
and inform banks if accounts are to be closed or listed in a 
different name. 

Tax Records 

Be sure that family members know where to locate 
information for filing income tax returns and where you 
keep records from previous years. Chapter 14 has detailed 
information on this suqject 

Investment Records 

While the monetary rewards resulting from 
investments can create a great sense of security, for many 
people the paper generated by those investments often 
creates a great sense of insecurity. One of my clients had a 
four-drawer filing cabinet filled with annual reports dating 
back more than a decade. She had never read any of them, 
but she was convinced she should keep them-just in case! 

Investment companies send many different kinds of 
information. Some can be thrown out immediately; some 
need to be kept until you've made a decision on the infor­
mation; some material needs to be kept as long as you 
keep a particular security. For example, investment compa­
nies regularly send material intended to inform you of 
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their recommendations for stock purchases. If you decide 
not to buy the stock, you don't need to keep the recom­
mendation. But if you do act on the information, you'll 
need to keep the subsequent records of the purchase, 
along with statements that show how much the investment 
appreciates or depreciates so you'll have an accurate 
record when you eventually sell the stock and have to fig­
ure your tax on the transaction. 

Keep a separate file for essential information, includ­
ing your monthly statements and the confirmations of your 
various transactions, as opposed to the generic information 
that is sent to all investors. Here's an outline of the kind of 
information you should have in your files: 

Stocks, bonds and mutual funds 

Where are the certificates kept? list name and ad­
dress of brokers, list of holdings, including owner's name, 
date bought and purchase price for each security. 

Keogh, IRA, 401(k) plans 

For each family member, include name of institution 
and location of papers, if they are at some other location, 
such as at your office or with your attorney. 

Other investments 

For collectibles, what kind do you have? Where are 
they kept? Who should appraise them for sale or insur­
ance purposes? 

If you own businesses, what type are they? Where are 
they located? Where do you keep important documents re­
lating to them (in a safe at the business, or your safe de­
posit box, for example). Who should be contacted if 
there's a problem? 

If you own real estate, note who else owns the property 
if it is held jointly. This includes property owned jointly by 
married persons. If the joint owner is not a spouse, give the 
name, address, and interest of each joint owner. 
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Include the name and address of the mortgagee, how 
the property is titled, the date of acquisition and cost, mort­
gage terms including the original amount, the monthly pay­
ment and the payment due date, and date of final payment 

Retirement Income Records 

In planning ahead for retirement, it is extremely 
important for you and your spouse to have a complete up­
to-date record of your pension plan or plans, any annuities 
you will receive, rents or royalties and your estimated social 
security benefits. You can obtain a leaflet "Estimating Your 
Social Security Check" from your nearest social security 
office, and you can obtain a statement of your social 
security earnings by sending a "Request for Statement of 
Earnings" form to the Social Security Administration. 
These forms are available from your local office. 

In most families, one person handles most financial 
matters. If you've been the family controller, you know the 
intricacies of the situation. Continuity in planning and im­
plementing financial strategies is important, and while you 
can't expect someone else to follow your exact track, you 
want your successor to understand what you have been 
doing. This means that in addition to listing where the as­
sets are, you should provide information on managing any 
complicated situations to help your successor take charge 
of your affuirs. 

Trusts 

list any trusts you have created or trusts created by 
others under which you possess any power, beneficial 
interest or trusteeship. Include the name of the trust, 
location, trustee and beneficiary. 

Wills 

for couples, the importance of both parties having 
up-to-date wills cannot be overemphasized. The individual 
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who makes no will forfeits any assurance that his or her 
property will be distributed according to his or her wishes, 
and will probably cause unnecessary difficulties and 
possible financial losses for the survivors. When a person 
dies without a will, the distribution of the estate is governed 
by state laws that may not fit the best interest of the family. 

Review your will periodically. If you have married, di­
vorced or remarried, if heirs have been born or died, if the 
size or nature of your estate has changed, or if you have 
moved to a different state, your will needs to be updated. 

Liabilities Records 

There are two primary reasons for keeping a 
complete liabilities record. First, should you become ill and 
require hospitalization, your family should know not only 
to whom you owe money, but also when payments are due 
to avoid unnecessary complications. Second, should you 
die, a comprehensive record of your liabilities serves as a 
basis to dismiss any false claims made against your estate. 

Include installment debts on home(s), automobile, 
credit cards, home improvements, personal loans, furni­
ture, appliances and business loans. Information needed 
includes current balances, monthly payments, due dates, 
and whether there is debt insurance. 

Insurance Records 

The information about your policies are important 
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for two reasons. In the event of your death, it ensures 
that your family and executor of your estate will know 
what insurance benefits are available, which companies 
and insurance agents to contact and how to file claims. 
In addition, should you become incapacitated due to 
accident or illness your family will be able to pay policy 
premiums to keep your coverage in force. 

Automobile and homeowners insurance policies 
should be kept in your reference files so you can refer to 
them quickly to update or check coverage. 

Life insurance policies should be in your safe de­
posit box, but keep information in your files identifying 
the name of the company for each policy, the policy num­
ber, face amount, beneficiaries, whether there has been a 
loan taken on the policy, premium due date, and the 
name of the agent. 

Also keep medical insurance policies in your files b~ 

You may not like to think about such 
things, but by planning ahead, some of the 
stress involved when a family member dies 

can be limited. Here are some lists of infor­
mation someone in the family should have, 
or have access to. 

To get a burial permit, you will need: 
• Name, home address, telephone number 
• How long in state 
• Occupation and title 
• Name, address and phone number of business 
• Social Security number 
• Armed services serial number 
• Date and place of birth 
• Citizenship 
• Father's name and birthplace 
• Mother's name and birthplace 

You will need these documents: 
• Deeds to property, automobile(s) titles 
• Insurance policies 
• Income tax returns 
• Military discharge papers 
• Disability claims 
• Birth Certificate or other legal proof of age 
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• Citizenship papers, if naturalized 
• Will 
• Social Security card 
• Death certificate (certificates for burial 

permit) 
• Bankbooks 
• Marriage and divorce certificates, if any 

You will need to notify: 
• Doctor of health maintenance organization 
• Funeral director of memorial society 
• Institution to which remains may be do-

nated if living will exists 
• Memorial park 
• Relatives, friends, employers of deceased 
• Insurance agents 
• Attorney, accountant or executor of estate 
• Religious, fraternal, civic, veterans' groups 
• Newspaper regarding death notices 
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cause you will need to refer to them when making claims. 
The simplest, most effective way to keep track of the status 
of insurance claims is to create three file folders. Every in­
surance claim fulls into one of these stages, so it's simple to 
check on the status of any claim at any time as it moves 
through the system. 

Label the first "Medical Insurance-To Be Submit­
ted." This contains the blank claim forms, the instructions 
on how to submit a claim and any receipts from the doc­
tor, laboratory, clinic or pharmacy. Label the second file 
folder "Medical Insurance-Submitted, But Not Paid." 
This contains a photocopy of the patient copy of any 
claims you submitted for reimbursement but for which 
you have not yet received payment. Finally, the third fold­
er is labeled, "Medical Claims-Paid." This information 
should be kept for three years to support any medical de­
duction taken on your tax return. 

Medical Records 

In addition to insurance records, it is important to 
keep individual medical records. The simplest method is to 
establish a separate file for each family member 
("Medical-Mary" and "Medical-John," for example). 
1nclude doctor and dental receipts that identifY diseases 
and treatments. (These can be culled from the "Health 
Insurance-Paid" file). Also note in these files information 
about blood type, eyeglass prescriptions, and allergies. 

Finally, many people like to keep articles about med­
ical develnpments or pamphlets they pick up at the doctor's 
office or the pharmacy. Do not include this information in 
your medical records file. Make a separate file for these in­
formational materials, for example, "Medical Informa­
tion-Coronary Care." 

Survivor's Benefits Records 

Tragically, many survivor's benefits are left 
unclaimed because the survivors are unaware of their 
existence. These benefits are not paid automatically. 
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Applications must be made on prescribed forms and 
specific documents furnished. 

The most well-known benefit is social security. Sur­
vivors of deceased veterans or active-duty service personnel 
are also eligible for benefits through the Veterans Adminis­
tration. These benefits do not conflict with claims made 
under social security, but again, they are not paid automati­
cally. In most cases, claims must be made within two years 
following death. 

There are several other possible sources of survivor's 
benefits, including Worker's Compensation, employer's in­
surance policy, life insurance policy, health/accident poli­
cy, auto/casualty insurance, trade union, and fraternal 
organizations. 

Keep all relevant policies, addresses, phone numbers 
and contact names in your files, and be sure your family is 
aware of these benefits and where the information is filed. 

In Case of lli or 
Aging Family Members 

This is one of the most difficult areas of paper 
management, but it's also one of the most important. 
Make sure your own records are in order and that 
someone knows where you keep them. In addition, be sure 
you or another family member possesses or has access to 
the information for any family members for whom you or 
they are responsible. 

You will need a Power of Attorney if that person dies 
or becomes unable to make his or her own decisions. In 
addition to dealing with matters necessary in the event of 
death (as outlined on page 126), changes in records also 
need to be made for automobile titles, stocks and bonds, 
bank accounts, etc. 

Here's one more very important thing to consider: 
Be sure to include any special instructions to the family 
about your memorial service, funeral, or burial prefer­
ences. It will be a big comfort to your family. A friend of 
mine said she felt badly when her mother died because she 
did not know whether she wanted her wedding ring left on 
when she was buried. 
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Family History Records 

The purpose of this category is to assemble in one 
place important fumily information that might be necessary 
to obtain a passport, apply for social security and veterans 
benefits or to file a loan application. For each family 
member include birth date (copy of birth certificate if 
available; original should be in safe deposit box), social 
security number, and copy of marriage or divorce certificate. 
Any fumily genealogy records can also be kept here. 

Include in this file the names and phone numbers for 
your accountant, financial planner, employee-benefits advi­
sor, insurance agents (life, health, car, personal property, 
homeowners), stockbroker, or other financial advisor. 

Education, Employment 
and Military Records 

Keep a separate file for each family member. For 
example, "Education Records-Paul" and "Military 
Records-Bob." The information in these files simplifies 
the task of writing or rewriting a resume, applying for 
admission to an educational institution, or applying for a 
new job. Besides, someone may want to write your 
biography one day. 

What to Keep in Your Sate Deposit Box 

• Adoption papers • hnportantcontracts 
• Automobile titles • Leases 
• Birth certificates • Life insurance policies 
• Citizenship papers • List of insurance policy names and numbers 
• Copies of wills (original, in most cases, 

should be kept with County Registrar 
of Wills) 

• Death certificates 
• Divorce decrees 
• Household inventory and negatives from 

pictures (include appraisals and receipts) 

• Marriage certificate 
• Military records 
•Passports 
• Patentandcopyrights 
• Property deed and other mortgage papers 
• Retirement plans 
• Stock and bond certificates and notes 
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Household Inventory 

One of the most neglected family records is the 
household inventory. If there is a fire or burglary in 
your home, this record will help you remember what 
has to be replaced and determine the value of each 
item. An inventory is also an excellent way to make 
certain that your insurance protection is sufficient. One 
client of mine purchased a $15,000 painting but 
neglected to add it to his insurance policy. When 
someone accidentally damaged the painting, the owner 
had to pay for repairs himself. 

When you make an inventory, start at one point in 
the room and go all the way around, listing everything. 
The more complete the information, the more valuable it 
will be. Include information such as initial cost, model 
numbers, brand names and descriptions. Take pho­
tographs of the room and special items so that identifYing 
or replacing them will be easier. Videotapes make excellent 
inventories. Be sure to include the basement, garage and 
attic. Estimate the replacement cost for each item and add 
up the total to determine how much insurance you should 
have. As you take inventory, mark your property with some 
identification. Your police department may have a special 
identification program. You can also purchase engravers to 
mark items with a code you think up. 

Update your inventory every six months or so by 
adding recent purchases and acljusting replacement costs. 
Some insurance policies automatically increase replacement 
costs. Be sure you know the limits in your homeowner's poli­
cy with regard to valuables such as jewelry, furs and art 

If you find the task of preparing a household inven­
tory overwhelming, check your yellow pages and find a 
professional to do it, or get other members of the family 
to help you. Keep the records in a fireproof safe at home 
or your safe deposit box. 

Warranties and Instructions 

The kitchen gadget has become both the joy and the 
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frustration of the modern American kitchen. It is a joy 
when you can find it when you need it, but it's a mcyor 
frustration when you can't remember how to operate it­
and you can't find the instruction book! 

Every time you purchase a new appliance, toy, tool, or 
other household item, you are blessed with several new 
pieces of paper: a consumer registration card; a promotion 
brochure for other products from the same manufacturer; 
an instruction booklet; and, frequently, a consumer ques­
tionnaire. To further complicate matters, often a company 
will issue the same warranty for several products. Just be­
cause you can find a warranty doesn't mean you will know 
what it protects! 

There are several steps you can take to minimize this 
problem: 

Decide where you wiU keep aU warranty 
and instructional inJormatio'IL 

I don't recommend separating them because often 
one piece of paper will have the warranty and the in­
struction. You may decide to keep those related to 
kitchen appliances in the kitchen so they will be readily 
available, or if your kitchen storage space is limited, you 
may choose to put them in the household reference file 
under "Warranties and Instructions." It's also helpful to 
put the instruction booklet with the stereo, telephone 
or tape recorder so you can refer to it easily. Keep in­
structions relating to clothing (if they are not 
attached) in a plastic bag in the laundry room. Write the 
name of the item-such as "blue comforter"-on the in­
structions. 

Keep the receipt with the warranty. 

Whenever you make a purchase, staple the receipt to 
the warranty information so you can easily prove date of 
purchase, or put the date on the front of the warranty for 
your own information. 
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Decide now whether you wiU or wiU not 
flU out consumer information cards and 
warranty registration cards. 

We often take longer shuffling the card than it would 
take to fill it out! The manufacturer doesn't require that 
you complete the cards to make the warranty valid, but it is 
essential if you need to be reached for product recall. 

Safe Deposit Box 

Keep papers that are difficult or impossible to 
replace in a safe deposit box or a fireproof box in your 
home. The box should be large enough to hold everything 
that should be in it-and small enough to keep out things 
that do not need to be there. The box should not be used 
as a catchall for souvenirs. 

Keep in your reference file at home a list of every­
thing you have in your safe deposit box. Update the list as 
you add or remove items. If you store documents from in­
vestment properties or securities, the rental can be claimed 
as a deduction on your tax return. 

Finally, make sure family members know where the 
box is located and where the key is kept. 



Family 
Memorabilia 

and 

It's September. The summer vacations, family 
gatherings and neighborhood barbecues were great fun. 
But all that remain are warm memories, 37 envelopes of 
photographs and 13 videotapes that pop up like 
mushrooms all over the house but are nowhere to be 
found when you want to show them to someone! Add to 
that the boxes of old, unidentified family photographs 
your mother passed on to you for safekeeping, the trunk 
of family memorabilia you married along with your 
spouse, and the piles of creative clutter your children 
produce. There seems to be no relief in sight. 

Feelbngs,Feelbngs 

Emotional involvement is the trickiest part of 
managing photographs and memorabilia. Even if we have 
no real interest in them, we feel that we should have some 
interest because they represent our family history. How do 
you know what your heritage will be while you are living it? 
We feel burdened because the memorabilia was so 
important to our parents or because it might be important 
to our yet unborn grandchildren. In the meantime, what 
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do we do with all the stuff? It fills our attics and basements 
with boxes and our minds with guilt 

There are several steps you can take. First, recognize 
that is there no right or wrong approach. To decide what 
you want to do, begin gathering information about the al­
ternatives you may have. Determine who else might be in­
volved in the decision-making process. 

It's not possible to foresee exactly how your descen­
dants will feel about this information. You can only 
make your decisions based on your current conditions 
and resources. 

It Only Seems Hopeless 

When you consider the amount of love, time and 
money that have gone into your memorabilia thus far you 
feel obligated to do something. The question is, "What?" 

The simple baby books and photo albums like those 
our mothers used are no longer adequate for most fami­
lies. Your intentions are good, but the mechanics of the 
task seem overwhelming-and even if you have the moti­
vation, where do you find the time? How do you begin? 
What if you don't have the motivation? Can you risk ignor­
ing the issue? And what about the space all this memora­
bilia takes in your house that you could be using for 
something else? 

The most important step in dealing with the situation 
is to recognize that if left unchecked it is only going to get 
worse. As life goes on, the memorabilia simply accumu­
lates. If the old stuff is out of control just think what anoth­
er year's worth will be like! 

Instead of wasting energy berating yourself every 
time you open the closet door and see those boxes of pho­
tographs, decide what action you can take to stop the 
cycle, and then do it. As with so many other aspects of 
paper management, the way to begin to make progress on 
this seemingly impossible task is to start with material you 
collect from today on. For the time being, ignore those 
piles of yesterday's memories. You can work on the back­
log after you have devised a system that works for you. 
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One Woman,s Sensible Solution 

One of my clients had a particularly difficult time 
dealing with her photographs. Keeping up with them 
was a continual frustration. She decided to come up with 
a system to correct it-one that fit her needs and circum­
stances-and that is exactly what she did. 

She began by deciding not to bring photographs 
home until she had taken certain steps at her office, where 
she has her photos developed. First, she throws away any 
photographs that she does not like for whatever reason. 

Next, she dates the photos and makes any necessary 
notations on them. (Note: Don't write directly on the pho­
tos-write first on an adhesive label, which you can then 
apply to the back of the picture.) She doesn't allow this 
step to become overwhelming, causing her to procrasti­
nate about the project altogether! She has made a commit­
ment to herself that the date is the only absolute 
requirement. (I would add to that names so years from 
now you'll know who's in the picture.) 

Then she prepares a pile of heavy envelopes ad­
dressed to her parents and her in-laws. Her photo­
processing store charges very little for duplicate prints, so 
she orders them automatically and sends selected dupli­
cates to the relatives. (If you do not order duplicates but 
have some photos you want to duplicate, designate an en­
velope for those negatives that you need to return to the 
store for duplicating.) She immediately tosses whatever 
duplicates she does not send to her family and friends. 
This not only minimizes the number of photographs she 
has to deal with at home, but it pleases the grandparents 
immensely. 

Finally, she puts the remaining photographs into the 
plastic pages the photo-processing store gives her when she 
pays for the pictures. All she has to do when she gets home 
is put the pages in a loose-leaf notebook. 

An extra bonus resulting from her solution is that 
other members of her family have become much more in­
terested in the photos because they are easily visible in­
stead of buried in boxes in the closet! 
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If you don't have time 
to go through and 
label each picture, 
make a note on the 
outside of the photo 
envelope as to the 
major categories. 
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She has since applied similar systems to other paper 
problems with success. She didn't think she had the disci­
pline to do it, but she did. And you can too. 

Savingfor What? 

A friend of mine has a beautiful antique trunk in her 
family room. Inside it is filled with photographs-labeled 
with names and dates-but in no particular order. She sits 
on the floor with her grandchildren and shares her "trea­
sure chest of memories." It is of no concern to her that the 
photos may be in less than perfect condition for future 
generations. She wants to enjoy them now! 

Make It Easy on Yourself 

You've got to recognize that you probably won't have 
the time to organize family memorabilia as perfectly as you'd 
like. Determine what you're willing and able to do, and do it. 

As my client did with her photographs, design a sys­
tem to fit your particular needs. Start by identifying an ac­
cessible place where you will put all the memorabilia as you 
receive it or find it. 

If you have a small amount, two boxes labeled "Pho­
tographs" and "Memorabilia" (napkins, brochures, invita­
tions, matchbooks, dried flowers, etc.) may be all you'll 
need. If you have difficulty putting things away in their 
proper place, leave the lids off the boxes so they will be eas­
ier for you to use. At the end of the year, put the lids on the 
boxes, clearly label them (for example, "Photos-1997") 
and put them away. If you are short on storage space, put 
your boxes in an out-of-the-way location, such as the attic 
or basement. (Be careful not to store the boxes near a heat 
source or where it's moist You don't want to go to the time 
and trouble of storing valued memories only to find them 
ruined.) Then note where they are on your reference-file 
index (see Chapter 11). 

Take whatever steps you can to make the organiza­
tion process easier. If you don't have time to go through 
and label each picture, make a note on the outside of the 
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photo envelope as to the major categories, "Summer-
1995," or 'Jerry's Birthday Party-1997," for example. You 
might also have your photos developed at a lab that dates 
the back of your photos. (Remember, the date indicates 
when the film is developed, not when you took the pic­
tures. You can buy a camera attachment that dates the 
photo when you take it.) Put a date on memorabilia such 
as travel brochures, napkins, etc. as you receive it. 

You will be able to re-create the occasion more easily 
if you decide to organize the materials in a more sophisti­
cated style. 

ff you are a "memoraholic," you may need to divide 
your treasures into smaller categories to make them more 
manageable. There are several ways to do that. For exam­
ple, if you have more than one child you may wish to have 
a photo album or memorabilia box for each one. Or you 
may want to create categories by type such as "Children's 
Art," "Playbills," "Trips." These can be further broken 
down by destination and date, such as "Europe-1990." 

Get Kids Involved, Too 

ff you have children who are old enough to be in­
volved in the decision making, ask them how they feel 
about the issue. You can give family memorabilia to your 
children, but be sure to do so with "no strings attached." 
Let them decide what to do with it based on their own 
needs and perspectives. ff you feel strongly about what 
should happen to a particular keepsake and you would be 
hurt if your children didn't follow your wishes, keep it 
yourself--or find someone who agrees with your wishes. 

Perhaps you've got material that's not important to 
you or your children. Ask a professional buyer of memora­
bilia if what you've got has any particular value to other 
people. ff it does, perhaps you can give it to a charity, or sell 
it to a collector. 

If you or your children feel it's important to go 
through everything yourselves to determine what you 
should keep, you'll need to develop a system for doing that. 
When time is a mcyor factor, you may find it necessary or 

You can give family 
memorabilia to your 
children, but be sure 
to do so with "no 
strings affached. " 
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desirable to hire a professional organizing consultant to 
help you. ff your children think it should be done, get a 
commitment from them as to how and when they will help. 

Going It Alone 

So you're going to fly solo through this project? Then 
you'll need a plan for accomplishing the task. Will you 
have to do it in bits and pieces or is it possible to spend sev­

eral days working on the pro­
ject? In either event, set goals 

Memorabilia Scrapbooks 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

for yourself. When you are hav-
ing guests for dinner after work 
you can fix dinner in an hour if 
you need to, but if you have all 
day Saturday you can spend 
hours preparing dinner. This 
project works the same way. 
The more time you allow, the 
more it will take. 

Memorabilia scrapbooks for special mementos 
other than photographs require a great deal of 
patience and creativity because many of them 
come in odd shapes and sizes. If you enjoy such 
projects you can have a ball, but if you don't it's 
probably unrealistic to expect much success at 
doing it. I recommend just leaving the items in 
your "Memorabilia" box. If your home has plenty 

of storage space your decisions 
about what to keep may be dif 

ferent from someone who lives in a small apartment. Off: 
site storage is a possibility if you have no space in your 
home. Be sure to compare prices when choosing one, and 
decide whether it's important to store the belongings close 
by or whether you can use a storage facility some distance 
away, which may save you money. 
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ff you're having trouble parting with some items but 
don't have enough space, try to find ways of using memo­
rabilia in your home or office. Thanks to the help of a cre­
ative friend, I now enjoy decorating with many 
memorabilia treasures that used to be buried in drawers, 
taking up room and never seen or enjoyed. 

The Knack of Good Photo-Aibuming 

If you have taken all, or even some, of the steps 
described thus far, don't be surprised if one day you 
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discover you really are ready to get those photographs into 
albums. It's a terrific project when you're housebound for 
one reason or another. Take whatever steps you can to get 
into the right frame of mind. Look on the process as a 
wonderful adventure into memory land. Get into 
comfortable clothes, put on your favorite music, fix a pot of 
coffee (but don't put it where you risk ruining any 
photographs if it spills!), and you're on your way! Take the 
following steps: 

1. Choose a good place to work. 
Work in a comfortable chair at a large, clean, flat sur­

face in an area where there's plenty of light and where you 
can leave the project until it is completed-or at least long 
enough to make some mcyor progress. Resist the urge to 
rush out and buy photo albums at this point! Trme will give 
you a better idea of the kind and quantity you need. 

2. Sort through the photos. 
Eliminate all those unsuccessful shots. Don't be dis­

couraged-even professional photographers use only a 
small percentage of the photos they take. The first candi­
dates for the wastebasket are double exposures and those 
fascinating shots of the inside of your lens cap! Very close 
behind are pictures you wish had been double exposures-­
like the one that shows only the lower half of your body­
and those shots you wonder why you took (the one of the 
Christmas tree ajteryou took down the decorations). 

3. Give away photos you won't use. 
Many photos have little meaning to you, but could 

be special to someone else. They are fun to drop in the 
mail, and you'll undoubtedly bring a smile to Aunt 
Amanda's face! 

4. Identify the negatives. 
Before you separate the pictures from their nega­

tives, write a description on the outside of the packet, 
such as "Graduation-John, 1991," or simply use dates, 
and put the negatives in the packet. You may decide that 
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once you have the picture and as many copies as you want 
you can throw the negatives away. If you want an "insur­
ance policy" against unexpected disasters such as theft, 
fire or other loss (or divorce), keep the negatives in a sep­
arate place. Perhaps you could exchange negatives with a 
family member-or put negatives of favorite shots in your 
safe deposit box. 

5. Identify the photos. 
Determine whether you are going to put the informa­

tion about the photo on the back of the photo or on a sep­
arate piece of paper so that it could be read after the 
photos are in albums. (Some energetic people do both!). 
The more information you know, the more joy the photo 
will bring in the years to come-who, what, where, when, 
and why. Experience has proven that, while a picture may 
be worth a thousand words, an unidentified picture is 
worth little to future generations. (Again, don't write direct­
ly on the backs of a photo-write first on an adhesive label, 
which you can then apply to the picture.) 

6. Categorize the photos. 
Sort photos into the categories you plan to use in the 

albums. Most people sort chronologically, but some do it 
by su~ect matter-for example, "Family Reunions." CAU­
TION: label the piles as you work. If you are interrupted it 
won't take long to proceed with the sorting. One easy way 
to do this is to purchase inexpensive small baskets that can 
be labeled temporarily with removable labels. 

7. Select albums. 
Now it's time to decide what kind of albums you wish 

to use. A loose-leaf photograph album has a distinct advan­
tage if you are trying to arrange photos chronologically be­
cause it's easy to add a page if you find more photos after 
you finish the project (Make sure to use albums made of 
acid-free paper and polyester-based plastic if you want 
them available for future generations.) 

If you want to limit the number of albums you'll need, 
you may prefer the kind in which the photos are in individ-
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ual sleeves, overlapping one another. The disadvantage of 
this type is that it will not accommodate over-sized photos. 

8. Into the album they go. 
Let your creativity loose! Enjoy experimenting with 

different arrangements. Feel free to trim photos to their 
best advantage. If you have several photos from one event, 
group them together on one or more pages and write a 
short scenario about the occasion, rather than labeling 
each photo individually. 

Creative Memories consultants offer classes in their 
home or yours as well as tools and techniques you can use 
to creative beautiful albums which will preserve your pho­
tographs and other memorabilia. Call 800-468--9335 to get 
the name of a consultant in your area. 

Slides, Films and Tapes 

label slides in pen directly on the cardboard frame. 
Write so that you can look at the slide with the naked eye 
and read the label at the same time. This will be a big 
advantage should you ever want to put together a slide show. 

Movies and videotapes should be organized, too. The 
key is to label them clearly. Keep peel-off labels and a felt­
tipped pen in the same drawer or shelf as you keep your 
photographic equipment. Label as you go-even if you 
don't have time to do it perfectly. 

Be Creative 

As you browse through your photos, consider ways of 
using your favorites in some unusual way. Check with your 
local photographic-supply or film-processing shop for 
ideas. Here are some possibilities: 

Make your own notecards or picture postcards. 
Paste photos on plain note stationery slightly larger 

than your photo. "Photo Talk" stickers are available from a 
photographic supply store. You can use the stickers to add 
amusing comments above people's heads. 
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Make a photo T -shirt. 
Take a color print that is the size you want to a copy 

shop that has a heat-transfer machine. Have a transfer 
made and applied to aT-shirt, or take the transfer home 
and apply it yourself, as you would an iron-on patch. 

Make a jigsaw puzzle. 
Companies advertise this service in the classified sec­

tion of magazines, or check your local photo-finishing 
store. A great gift idea! 

Make a poster. 
Turn your pictures into artwork to hang in your fami­

ly room or college dorm room. Consider panoramic views 
of places that are special to you. The same companies that 
make jigsaw puzzles can do this for you. 

Make a calendar. 
Custom photo-finishing labs are equipped to print a 

photo above a twelve-month calendar. This makes a great 
holiday gift idea for children, grandparents, friends or busi­
ness associates. 

Make a videotape from slides or photos. 
Some photography stores will do this, or your video 

store may be able to refer you to an individual who special­
izes in custom-made videotapes from slides and prints. 

The next time a grandparent or other elderly family 
member is celebrating a birthday or other special occasion 
and you can't think of a suitable present, ask if they have 
any old photographs. Chances are they will, and nothing 
would please them more than to have your help in putting 
them in albums. 

My grandmother talked for years about all the pho­
tographs she had never labeled. She was concerned that 
she couldn't remember everything about the pictures and 
that her handwriting was not good enough for future gen­
erations. I invited her to tell me about the photos while I 
made notes. Eventually I found at least one picture of every 
member in both grandparent's families. Whenever anyone 
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comes to visit, it takes her only a few minutes to find the 
photo album. And the reminiscing begins. 

It's still not clear who received the greatest gift. 

Keep Those Cards 
and Letters Coming 

Okay, what do you do about all those beautiful 
greeting cards you've received for birthdays, anniversaries 
and other special events? What about all the letters from 
relatives and friends? If you keep them, you may feel guilty 
because they take up so much room, and if you toss them 
you may feel guilty because you care about the people who 
sent them or you think they're too pretty to throw away. 

There is nothing wrong with keeping every card and let­
ter you ever received if you have plenty of space to store them 
and you ef!joy looking at them-or just entertain the possibili­
ty that you might someday! If, however, you feel a knot in your 
stomach every time you see them or you don't have a place to 
put the stationery you need for answering today's mail, then 
you would be wise to reconsider your actions. 

One viable solution for letters is to select the ones 
that contain information that would be of particular inter­
est in the future. I enjoy saving the letters from my mother 
that describe special family events, for example. 

The method you use for keeping cards and letters 
will be determined by the way you plan to use them. If you 
are keeping them strictly for casual reading in the years to 
come, a box labeled "Letters to Save" will do nicely. If, 
however, you want to be able to refer to them you should 
keep them accessible. Try filing them alphabetically in an 
accordion-type file with alphabet dividers. 

I put all the cards I receive for a particular occasion 
on the mantle in the family room. Mter two or three 
weeks, I keep only those that are particularly special-and 
in some cases I throw them all away because I know there 
are others, and I am optimistic enough to believe there will 
be more! A friend of mine keeps all ofhers and then every 
few years makes a collage of them to hang as a decoration. 
Another frames cards she finds particularly beautiful. 

The method you use 
for keeping cards 
and letters will be 
determined by the 
way you plan to 
use them. 
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Some community groups collect them to use in selfhelp 
projects for handicapped persons and senior citizens. 
Sometimes schools are happy to have them for art projects. 
(See "Recycling" in Chapter 6.) 

Whatever you decide to do with them, remember 
that the sender intended that card or letter to bring joy, 
not stre~ enjoy! 



The Kitchen 

The kitchen is the "heart" of many if not most 
homes. It's easy to see how it can also become a catchall 
for a multitude of paper-the newspaper that you left on 
the table when you hurried off to work or a morning 
school carpool; the school papers your kids brought home 
and dumped on the counter; the mail you grabbed out of 
the mailbox as you raced in the door (now sorted in 
several unidentified piles!); and the notes, phone messages 
and recipes that are piled on any available surface. How 
can you sort all this out? 

Kitchen Catch-All 

first, create a gathering place to put all the paper 
when you don't have time to put it away. You could use a 
large basket, a shelf or a tray. The key to successful kitchen­
paper management is to make an appointment with 
yourself to get back to the pile before it becomes too 
overwhelming, to separate what should come out of the 
catch-all from what really belongs in the kitchen. You may 
find it helpful to do it on a regular basis-before your 
favorite television show, once a month when you pay 
b~at a minimum when the container gets full! 

Keep the catch-all pile as small as possible by putting 
things away whenever you can. For example, if as you pick 
up the mail you see several pieces of 'junk mail," throw 
them away immediately. It will also be much easier to keep 
the papers in the kitchen at a minimum if you have specif 
ic places for papers to go-unread newspapers under the 

C H A P T E R 

NINETEEN 
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to see if they have 
phone messages. 
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family-room coffee table; newspapers you've read on the 
floor in the front hall closet or in the garage to be saved for 
a community recycling program, or thrown out. 

If your work center is in the kitchen, put the papers 
you need to act on in your "To Sort" tray until you are 
ready to take action. If your work center is in another 
room, take your papers there whether it's an office, family 
room, bedroom or basement. Put the papers that belong 
to other family members in places designated for their at­
tention. Make sure it's easy for the person who is sorting 
the mail as well as the people who need to get the mail. 

Message Mania 

One maddening result of our telephone-laden world 
is a myriad of notes-some written to us by others who 
have taken our telephone messages, some written by us to 
ourselves as we talk or plan to talk on the phone. 

What can you do to avoid, or at least minimize, this 
problem? How many times a week do you find a piece of 
paper with notes from several different telephone conver­
sations? The first question is, ''Where do I put it?" A very 
simple solution is to get a small notepad by the phone-I 
like 5" X 7"-and use one piece of paper, more if neces­
sary, for each call. When the conversation is over, ask 
yourself, ''What is the next action required on this piece 
of paper?" The answer will tell you where to put it. (See 
Chapter 10 for more details on this process.) Often, all 
you need to do is double-check to see that the number is 
in your telephone-number system, then you can throw 
away one more piece of paper. 

Designate a place where family members can check 
to see if they have phone messages. Use a bulletin board, a 
plastic message holder, magnets on the refrigerator or en­
velopes attached to the wall or a door. Be sure the owner's 
names are clearly labeled so there's no confusion! Encour­
age family members to note on the message the date and 
time they took the call. 

Returning phone calls can be a big stumbling block. 
All the organization in the world won't make the phone re-
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lated papers go away. Only you, or someone to whom you 
delegate, can do that. See page 57 for some time-manage­
ment tips that can help with regard to phone calls. 

To keep your message 
center organized, find one 
place to put all the papers that 
require calls. Put them in a file 
folder labeled "Call," or in a pile 
near your phone. Or make a list 
of the people you need to call 
(and their phone numbers) 
and throw out the individual 
notes. Then when you have 
time to make one phone call it 
won't require much more time 
to make two or three. 

Whether you like them or 

A Family Telephone Log 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

A telephone log-usually used in offices-can 
be adapted for home use. Try using a simple spi­
ral notebook which stays open to the last entry. 
Whenever someone takes a message they enter it 
in the book. To the left of the message, put the 
name of the person the message is for. (I like the 
6" x 9" size-enough space to write, but doesn't 
take up too much space on the counter.) 

not, answering machines, and telephone answering ser­
vices, are a fuct of modem life, so it's in your best interest 
to accept them and to learn to use them to your advantage. 
At least you never have to accept, "I tried to call you, but 
you were never home!" 

Machines and answering services can do many things, 
including having multiple outgoing messages and separate 
"mail boxes" for each member of the household. Virtually 
all systems allow you to retrieve messages when you are 
away from home. 

You can also use the "memo" capability so that if an­
other family member wants to leave a message they can 
talk into the machine or the phone, and it will record their 
message as if it were a regular incoming message. 

Kitchen Transitions 

Obviously some papers belong in the kitchen­
recipes, cookbooks, entertainment records, coupons 
(if you are a user and not just a collector), and take­
out menus. 

Your attitude toward the kitchen, and toward cook­
ing, will determine to a great extent how your kitchen 
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should be organized. There are many factors that con­
tribute to our feelings, and it is important to acknowledge 
that these feelings change with time and circumstances. 
This doesn't mean we're lazy or negligent, just that our pri-

orities have changed. 
I have clients who are 

Put It on the Fridge 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Communication can be a constant frustration 
in families, particularly in homes where there is a 
single parent or where both parents are working. 
To improve the situation, designate a communi­
cation center that is convenient for everyone. 
The refrigerator is usually a good place to put 
chore reminders. But be sure your messages 
aren't always things to do. You can also commu­
nicate nonessential, but very important messages, 
such as "Hope you had a good day at school. I 
love you, Mom." 

overwhelmed with guilt by the 
piles of "kitchen papers" be­
cause they're afraid to admit 
that they aren't as interested in 
cooking as they once were. In 
fact, I'm a good example. 
"When I was first married, my 
husband and I entertained 
often. We had three children 
and we were on a limited bud­
get. Therefore, I spent a con­
siderable amount of time with 
papers in the kitchen--collect-
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ing coupons, selecting recipes, 
keeping records of what I 

served guests, educating myself about the nutritional 
needs of my children, and reading the food columns in 
the newspapers. 

later, I was divorced and my children were with me 
only part time. I ate out often and devoted the energy pre­
viously spent in the kitchen on my career. Then I married a 
man who has two children. 

With five teenagers in and out of our home, the orga­
nization needs in the kitchen have changed drastically. Be­
cause family members-and their friends-are in and out 
frequendy, it's important to have lots offood possibilities at 
a moment's notice. 

Once again I became interested in recipes, but very 
different ones from those that interested me 15 years be­
fore. For example, I used to believe that if I didn't spend at 
least an hour preparing the evening meal, no compliment 
was justified. Now I was looking for 10-minute recipes that 
would generate smiles-or at least fill stomachs! In addi­
tion, most of my cooking now is done in the microwave. 
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And I'm much more conscious of the nutritional value of 
what we eat Entertaining is much more informal, so sou£. 
fles that have to be eaten the moment they come out of the 
oven are of little interest. Dishes that can be prepared in 
advance of the event are essential. 

Once I understood that my circumstances had 
changed, I went through all my old recipes, and the 
recipes I intended to try. If a recipe didn't fit my time re­
quirements or the dish wouldn't be healthy, I threw the 
recipe out-at least most of them! 

Now my children are grown and out of our home. My 
husband and I eat out frequently, so once again my pat­
terns are changing. 

Designing Your 
Cookbook and Recipe System 

let's take a look at the issue of recipes and 
cookbooks. First of all, accept the fact that you may not 
organize your recipes and cookbooks the same way 
your mother did. That does not mean you are wrong­
just different, because your lifestyle, priorities and 
needs are different from those of your mother. So erase 
from your mind those "shoulds" and think about what 
you need to make a system work for you. 

If you think about it, you'll probably find that most of 
your cooking is done from less than 20% of your recipes. 
I've observed that the axiom "less is more" is especially true 
in the kitchen. The more recipes people have, the fewer 
they use. And we often spend more time agonizing over the 
fuct we don't use them--or chastising ourselves because we 
haven't organized them-than we do cooking them! The 
only solution is to put a stop to this negative cycle. 

Don't wait to set up a system for today's recipes until 
you've conquered the backlog. It will be easier to set up a 
system for the recipes you are collecting now. Then incor­
porate the backlog into the new system as you have the 
time, energy and interest. 

There are dozens of systems on the market for organiz­
ing recipes. ff you've found one that suits your needs, by all 

You'll probably find 
that most of your 
cooking is done 
from less than 20% 
of your recipes. 
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from those I would 
like to try. 
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means use it But I've found that many of them do not allow 
for the flexibility that is essential to create a system that is 
workable for particular situations. For example, the cate­
gories may not be the same as you would use, or the space al­
lowed to write, type, or glue the recipe isn't large enough. 

This is not a place to let your perfectionism get in the 
way of starting the task! The system doesn't need to be per­
fect, and probably won't be. You can always make adjust­
ments as you experiment 

One of the easiest ways to get started is with file fold­
ers so you can sort your recipes into categories. Designate a 
place, preferably in or near the kitchen, where you will 
keep recipes. Put all the supplies you will need there: file 
folders, felt tip pen to label the files, scissors, tape, index 
cards, recipe cards, blank recipe book or whatever system 
you plan to use. 

Your Recipe Categories 

There are dozens of ways to categorize recipes-just 
compare cookbook indexes, if you doubt it-so don't 
worry about what categories you want to use. Instead of try­
ing to think up the categories first, start with the recipes 
you have. Ask yourself, "If I were looking for this recipe, 
what would I think of?" 

As a general rule, start with broader categories first, 
such as "Bread." Then if the quantity of recipes in that cate­
gory becomes too bulky to manage, you can subdivide it 
into "Yeast Breads," "Muffins," "Sweet Breads," etc. If you 
spend a great deal of time cooking and entertaining and 
enjoy spending time planning menus, testing new recipes, 
etc., then you may want your categories to be very specific 
from the start 

I find it helpful to separate the "tried and true" 
recipes from those I would like to try. When I'm convinced 
a recipe is a ''winner"-and I don't keep it unless it is--I 
put it on a 4" X 6" index card and into a card box. The box 
is divided into categories the same way I divided the recipes 
in the manila file folders. A loose-leaf notebook will also 
work well. 



CHAPTER 19 THE KITCHEN PAPERS 

The recipes I would like to try stay in the file folders. 
It is not necessary to type or handwrite the recipe unless 
you particularly want to. The fastest way is to "cut and 
paste" the recipe to fit on the index card. You may wish to 
make notes on the card about when you served it, to 
whom, what you served with it, or suggestions for adapta­
tions of the recipe. 

Decide whether to separate your microwave recipes 
from your conventional recipes. Many conventional 
recipes can be adapted to microwave, but many people 
think of them quite separately. 

The Recipe Search 

If you are frequently frustrated because you can't find 
a recipe from one of your many cookbooks that you used 
successfully on a previous occasion, put a note that in­
cludes the recipe title, cookbook and page number in the 
appropriate category in your recipe file. 

Another option is to create a separate notebook divid­
ed into the same categories you use for organizing your 
recipes. Whenever you find a recipe you like in a cook­
book, enter the name of the recipe with the name and 
page number of the cookbook where you found it 

Computers in the Kitchen 

There are a variety of ways you can organize your 
kitchen with a computer, but the question is whether it will 
be worth the time and effort. In my experience, in most 
cases it is not But if you or a member of your family enjoys 
entering recipes or keeping track of entertainment records 
on a computer, go for it! 

Conquering the Recipe Backlog 

Once you have a recipe system set up and working, you 
can decide whether you want to tackle the backlog. You may 
decide it makes more sense to toss the entire collection. 

If you want to incorporate your existing recipes into 
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your system, set aside enough time to do it. How much 
time you'll need depends on how much you have, what 
you think about the project, your working style and circum­
stances. Will you enjoy the project and want to spend a 
long time on it? Or will you regard it as a frustrating one 
for which you will have a limited attention span? Do cir­
cumstances dictate that it will be done on a piecemeal 
basis, even though you would prefer to spend more time at 
it? Once you have made that decision, write down the com­
mitment to yourself on your calendar. 

Is there a family member or friend who will help 
you? If so, get them involved in the appointment so you'll 
be less likely to ignore it. If organizing the recipes is a 
m£Yor problem for you, hire a professional organizer­
''Yes, Virginia, there are people who are good enough, 
and like it enough, to get paid for organizing recipes." 

Mter you've decided when you're going to conquer 
the backlog, determine where you will do it. If at all possible, 
find a spot you can use until the project is completed. (I 
declared the dining room off limits to the family for two 
weeks and did it there.) Or set up a card table in the cor­
ner of a room. It will be much easier, and less frustrating, if 
you don't have to get everything out each time you want to 
work-and you may find that you will work a few minutes 
here and there, unplanned, if everything is accessible. 
With a cordless phone you can talk to a friend and orga­
nize recipes at the same time. 

The next step is to collect all the recipes you have-or 
some of them if looking at them all is too overwhelming­
and get organized. Undoubtedly along the way you will get 
discouraged and overwhelmed. Keep asking yourself: Do I 
really need this recipe? Does it exist somewhere else? How 
long has it been since I've used, or had, the recipe? What's 
the worst possible thing that would happen if I tossed it? As 
you sort, you may well discover that your standards change 
as you realize how much work is involved to keep every­
thing you had planned to keep. 
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Trying New Recipes 

One of the essential steps in keeping the recipes 
under control is developing a method for trying new ones. 
Whenever I feel like I'm in a cooking rut or if I have some 
extra time, I choose six to eight recipes I would like to try 
in the next few weeks. Usually I pick one or two main dish­
es, one or two salads or vegetables, one or two soups, and 
one or two desserts. 

When you've selected the recipes you want to try, take 
time to note on your shopping list the ingredients you will 
need to prepare these dishes. (Obviously, any perishable 
items can't be purchased too far in advance.) Then clip the 
recipes to a magnet on the refrigerator or put them in a 
special compartment in your recipe box or book. When 
you are rushed to get dinner on the table but want to try 
something new you will have the menu idea and the ingre­
dients right at your finger tips. (The same technique can 
be used in choosing recipes that your children can prepare 
if they cook while you are working.) 

The final step in this system is making a decision 
about the recipe after you have eaten the results. Was it 
great? If not, why keep it? Avoid the "I really should give it 
one more try" syndrome. There are thousands more 
recipes you can try that might be great, so let it go! Then 
your recipe collection becomes something you really trea­
sure instead of tolerate. 

One winter I was snowbound for four days. I had a 
wonderful time experimenting with my new recipes. In ad­
dition, I ended up with a freezer full of food that could be 
microwaved for a speedy nutritious meal on the days fol­
lowing the snow when I was too busy catching up on lost 
time to spend time cooking. 

Entertainment Records 

One of my clients had invited a certain gentleman to 
her home on several occasions with various dinner guests. 
She was most embarrassed to discover that she had served 
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tomatoes stuffed with spinach on the last three occasions! 
(Unfortunately, he didn't like it the first time!) 

One way to avoid that problem is to create a note­
book to record your entertaining. Just as with the recipes, 
there are various ways to organize this notebook. If you en­
tertain lavishly and frequently have the same guests, it will 
require more time to maintain the system than if you en­
tertain simply and/ or infrequently. The simplest way is to 
list the events in chronological order. Include the menu, 
table decorations, guest list (and seating arrangement, if 
you wish), and perhaps even what you wore. It is also help­
ful to list suggestions you have on any improvements you 
might want to make when you entertain again, whether it 
is a slight change in a recipe (which should be noted on 
your recipe card or in your recipe book), a suggestion 
about serving logistics (for example, the coffee should be 
on a separate table or put out small forks with the appetiz­
ers), or a note about the flowers. 

If you entertain frequently and are particularly con­
cerned about not duplicating menus for the same guests, 
you could put a separate alphabetical section in your book. 
Each guest would have a small section where you could put 
the date when you entertained him/her. Then you could 
check the chronological list for the menu that guest was 
served. For example, under "A", you would have: "Adams, 
John-3/6/95; 10/2/95; 5/4/96; etc. You could also note 
there any items of concern when entertaining that guest­
allergies, food preferences, medical concerns, etc. 

To Market, To Market 

It's tough to keep track of the food we have on hand 
and the food we need to purchase. I find it helpful to have 
a shopping list posted on the refrigerator, with a pencil 
permanently attached with a string. 

There are paper-management techniques you can 
use to simplify your shopping trips. If you do the mcyority 
of your shopping in the same store, create a checklist of 
the items you most frequently purchase, arranged in the 
order of the grocery store aisles. Leave space in each sec-
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tion for special items that are not regularly on the list 
Make a dozen copies. Mter you've tried the system 

that many times, you will probably find ways you want to 
change the form. You may want to post the form on the 
refrigerator door to check off items as you go. However, 
if there are family members who are unable or unwilling 
to use the list, it might be easier to transfer the ad hoc 
list from the refrigerator onto the form just before you 
go to the store. 

If you have problems with people forgetting to put 
items on the list when they use the last of something, try 
making a list of commonly 
used items. Then, just before 
you do a mcyor shopping, you 
can make a quick check to 
see which of those items are 
low in supply. 

Coupon 
Coordination 

A discussion of "kitchen 
papers" wouldn't be complete 
without including coupons. 
Decision-making and orga­
nization-in that order-are 
the keys to saving money with 
manufacturers coupons and 
refund offers. 

"Which one of you wiseguys filed my 
hairstylist's name und6r 'Humor'?" 

The first decision to make is whether you are really se­
rious or committed to the idea of coupon clipping. My per­
sonal opinion is that unless you ertioy doing it or your 
budget requires it coupon saving is too much trouble. Ask 
yourself, "Do I reall:y save money when I consider the time it 
takes me? Do I end up buying more expensive products 
that I wouldn't necessarily buy if I didn't have the coupon? 
Is clipping coupons an attempt to assuage my guilty feel­
ings over excess spending habits, or an effort to appease 
my mother?" One man I know looks at coupon clipping as 
a game and uses it for relaxation. 
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Many people clip coupons only for those products 
they routinely buy, such as coffee, laundry soap and paper 
products. Other people spend two to three hours a week 
clipping and can save $30-$50 per week on grocery pur­
chases, in addition to the amount received in cash from re­
bate offers. I read in a newspaper about one woman who 
bought $113.05 worth of groceries for $1.69. The real 
price: Her office is a corner of the basement, where she 
has organized coupons, labels and proofs of purchases into 
14 grocery bags, six cardboard boxes, eight filing-cabinet 
drawers and a bookcase! "This kind of couponing is avail­
able to anyone who is willing to get organized," she said, 
peering over the mountain of groceries in her cart. 

The basic principle of organizing, "put like things to­
gether," certainly applies to coupons. Establish categories 
for your coupons in the same way you establish categories 
for your recipes. Ask yourself, "What category would I 
think of if I wanted this coupon?" 

There are several possibilities for categories, such as 
"Paper Products," "Cleaning Products," and ''Vegetables" 
(this could be broken down in ''Vegetables--Frozen," and 
''Vegetables--Canned"). You may want a separate system 
for refunds, which could be located in the same container, 
but in a separate section. Within that system, you would 
have the same categories as you had for coupons. In addi­
tion, you might want a section for "Refunds in Progress." 

Keep a supply of return-address labels, envelopes and 
stamps on hand. For a refund offer that requires several 
proof-of-purchase labels, put the labels in a pre-addressed 
envelope that has the refund expiration date on the top 
right-hand corner. 

The technique you use for storing coupons is also im­
portant. Decide whether you will always carry all your 
coupons with you when you go to the store or whether you 
will have a "Master Coupon Box" at home from which you 
can pull out those coupons you want to take with you. 
While at the store, you can use a regular business-sized en­
velope (or several) or you can purchase a "Coupon Bill­
fold" designed specifically for that purpose. It is unlikely 
that the categories in a pre-designed system will be the 
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same as yours, so feel free to put on your own labels to 
make the system work for you. However you choose to 
keep the coupons, be sure to purge expired coupons on a 
regular basis. 

One woman I know divides her coupons according to 
the shopping aisles in her local store. Not only does the sys­
tem add continuity to her coupon and refund hobby, but it 
saves her an incredible amount of time. 

There is no right or wrong decision on this issue. Ex­
periment until you find a method that works for you. Just 
decide, recognizing that you can change your decision at 
any time based on your current circumstances. Once your 
decision is made, concentrate on setting up the system 
needed to make the decision workable. But above all, cre­
ate a system that gives you a feeling of success! 
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Children 
and Paper 

Children and paper go hand-in-hand in our society. 
As soon as a couple even begins to think about starting a 
family, the paper begins to accumulate-information on 
childbirth classes, ads from child-care services, notices of 
"mother's day out" programs, descriptions of child-rearing 
techniques, articles on overcoming fertility problems, and 
books about the psychological impact of parenting and the 
"how tos" of surviving parenthood. 

There are numerous approaches to surviving this 
paper blizzard, but the first and most important step (as 
with any paper-management issue) is to start some kind of 
system. As your children grow older, the system will need to 
change, but you don't need to worry about that now. 

For the Parent-to-Be 

The first step toward establishing a system that will 
work for you is to examine your own feelings about 
keeping and using information. Is it important to you to 
have easy access to articles about child rearing or would 
you be more likely to ask your doctor, a psychologist or 
discuss it with your parents or a friend? Do you need the 
information near you to feel secure, even if you never use 
it? Or does having paper around create additional stress, 
guilt or frustration? Is it realistic that you will take the time 
and effort required to maintain an extensive library or is 
there someone else in the family who will help you? These 
are important questions to answer to prevent setting 
unrealistic standards for yourself. You create a "no-win" 
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situation if you feel guilty because you keep too much, and 
feel guilty if you don't! Eliminate the "shoulds," and 
acknowledge what will work for you. 

Collect and Categorize 

The simplest way to begin any system is to collect all 
the information you have into the largest general category. 
In this case, that's "Children." Find a container, a basket, 
shelf or file and label it clearly. 

When there is more information than can be easily 
handled and the file becomes too bulky, divide the infor­
mation into the next logical categories. For example, in­
formation about children can be categorized into areas 
of concern such as education, medical, memorabilia, 
legal information, and toys and equipment. Notice that 
"toys and equipment" are put together; it is often too dif­
ficult to differentiate between the categories. However, 
you may have "Toys and Equipment-Owned" and "Toys 
and Equipment-Shopping Information." 

Our needs are constantly changing. A system that 
works when a child is six months old might be totally inap­
propriate when she is sixteen, and the system that works 
when she is sixteen will be overkill when she is twenty. 

For example, when your child is in elementary 
school, a file labeled "Susan-Education" may be suffi­
cient However, when she enters high school that category 
may be too general. The categories you will need at this 
point depend on your particular style and on your child's 
interests. If you are very active in your educational pro­
gram, you may need a file for "PTA," "College Prepara­
tion," or "Extracurricular Activities." (That last category 
might need to be subdivided into "Gymnastics," "Scouts," 
etc.) And when your child has gone off to college, many of 
these files will no longer be necessary. At this point all the 
report cards for kindergarten through high school 
become highly irrelevant. Choose one or two for your 
grandchildren to see. 

If you want to keep all the files about your child 
together, put the child's name at the beginning of each 

A system that works 
when a child is six 
months old might be 
totally inappropriate 
when she is sixteen. 
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label: "Susan-Education," "Susan--Sports," for example. 
If you know that you will not take the time to develop 

a detailed filing system, find a basket, shelf or file and label 
it 'John-Education." It may take you 10 minutes to go 
through the entire box if you need a copy of an award cer­
tificate to go with a college application, but it will be a mrur 
sive improvement over having all the members of the 
family turning the house upside down looking for that 
large brown envelope! 

Teach Your Children Well 

With all the obligations and options in today's world, 
it is very easy for a parent to spend an inordinate amount 
of time being a social secretary, or just a "nagger." Teaching 
your child organizational skills will benefit you and your 
child-for life! 

One of the biggest problems we all face is making 
choices. Over and over I find houses buried in paper be­
cause adults feel compelled to do it a~read every book, 
newspaper and magazine, keep every photo and memen­
to, or go to every concert, seminar and reception. Living a 
happy and healthy life, or even just getting by, in today's 
world means making choices. Remember, clutter is post­
poned decisions. As parents we should teach that concept 
to our children, and one place to begin is with paper. 

There are many steps you can take to help your chil­
dren learn how to manage the paper in their lives, as well 
as to become good time managers. 

As soon as your child goes into an organized play­
group or educational program, you will begin to accumu­
late paper. Designate a special place for her to put the 
papers she brings home from school. If you start this habit 
early, you will avoid many panic situations of trying to find 
a trip permission slip when you should be getting ready 
for work or running out the door to catch the car pool. 
Each evening or first thing in the morning you can check 
and see what came home from school and what requires 
your attention. 
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The Art Gallery 

It's always a challenge to cope with your child's 
creative work. Young children can produce enough paper 
to fill a small art gallery within a week. "Which of those 400 
finger-painted gems will become cherished examples of 
the early works of future Picassos? 

There's nothing wrong with keeping everything that 
children create if we have plenty of space to keep it, and 
plenty of energy to organize it. But few people have either. 
It's easy to get caught in the trap of feeling guilty if we 
throw away the things our children make, and feeling over­
whelmed if we don't. It is essential to involve your children 
in the selection process from the beginning. 

You can use this process as a tool for teaching them 
decision-making techniques, which will be important for 
them to know as they grow up. In my experience, one of 
the mcyor contributors to the problems that adults have 
with organization of their papers--and often their lives--is 
their unwillingness to think that if they just get organized, 
they have to have everything and do everything. Not true! 

All the papers you'd like to keep can be put in a bas­
ket, or on a bulletin board with your child's name promi­
nently displayed. Then when the basket gets full or the 
bulletin board gets crowded, encourage Susan to choose 
her three favorite papers, which can be put in a Memora­
bilia Box for safekeeping. Put the child's name, age, and 
date on the back of the artwork to make it more meaning­
ful 20 years from now. 

There are other creative uses for artwork. Put sever­
al creations together and make a collage for your child's 
wall or to use as a present for a relative. Grandparents, 
aunts and uncles are delighted to receive letters from 
children. Have your child write a short message on the 
back of the painting, or just send the painting-signed, 
of course! Teach your child the value of recycling. Art­
work makes wonderful wrapping paper for gifts--espe­
cially for admiring grandparents! 

Put several creations 
together and make a 
collage for your 
child's wall or to 
use as a present 
for a relative. 
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Kids and Calendars 

Once your children reach a certain age there are 
many other steps you can take to help them learn how 
to manage their paper and to improve their time­

management skills. For 
example, put a large calendar 

You'll See Results Later 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Caveat: Just because you teach your chil­
dren how to organize doesn't mean you'll see 
the results! However, it has been my experience 
that as they get older and see the benefits to or­
ganization, they will begin to practice what 
you've taught them. 

with plenty of writing space in 
an easily accessible place. The 
refrigerator is a good choice, 
because everyone ends up 
there sooner or later! 

Have each child note 
when he or she needs trans­
portation to soccer, cookies for 
a school party, or plans to 
spend the night at a friend's 

house. This method helps you plan your schedule and 
avoids last-minute crises. If Sam comes running to you at 
the last minute and says, "Mom, I need a ride to gymn~ 
tics," you can say, "I didn't see it on the calendar, Son, and I 
can't take you right now." If he misses an important prac­
tice or is late for his game, it won't take him long to realize 
that he has to take some responsibility for his own life. Of 
course, you have to take into account unusual circum­
stances and make exceptions when you feel it is appropri­
ate todoso. 

Don't forget that you owe the same courtesy to your 
children. For the career parent, this is a great place to com­
municate facts about your schedule that will affect your son 
or daughter. Include travel schedules, night meetings or 
houseguests. Consider using different colored pens for 
each member of the family, and attach the pens with a long 
string next to the calendar so you won't hear the excuse "I 
couldn't find a pencil!" 

As soon as Johnny begins getting school assignments 
in advance, help him choose an assignment book. Teach 
him how to plot out complicated assignments by reading 
one-half chapter each day-or if it works better to read 
two chapters at a time, choose those days on which there 
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are not other obligations such as piano lessons or soccer 
practice. Discuss the concept of choosing styles. Remind 
him to watch for family commitments that might affect his 
schedule. Recognize that his 
style may not be the same as 
yours, but that doesn't mean 
it's wrong. 

Encourage your children 
to use a calendar to keep track 
of sports events, babysitting 
commitments, job responsibili­
ties at home, birthdays they 
want to remember, etc. 

The calendar is also an 
excellent place to help your 
child understand the impor­
tance of goal setting. If, for ex­
ample, Susan really wants to 
take a trip this summer that 
you feel is too expensive, or 
you feel she should contribute 
to the cost, help her plan how 

A 19-Year-Old's File Index 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

• Car 
• Carnegie Mellon-general 
• Carnegie Mellon--courses, grades, loan 
• Computer languages 
• Employment-paycheck stuff, rules 
• Finance--bank account, canceled checks 
• Legal stuff-leases/ credit card info 
• Medical 
• NASA 
• Resume 
• Stories 
• Taxes 
• Utilities 
• Video games 
• Writing/papers 

she could make it happen by using the calendar. Count 
the number of weeks until she needs the money and deter­
mine how much she will have to make every week if she is 
to succeed. She can use the calendar to block out time 
when she will work and set goals for raising the money. 

Your Child's Own Files 

As your child gets older, help him organize the 
papers he needs to cope with daily life. Purchase several 
file folders and help label them according to his needs. 
Make a category for each subject at school and each area 
of interest. At the end of the year encourage and assist 
your child, if necessary, in cleaning out the file and 
determining what papers he would like to keep as 
mementos, and which have served their purpose and can 
be thrown away. 

If your children are involved in several organiza-
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tions, a file called "Directories" can be very useful to keep 
the lists of participant's names that you receive from 
scouts, sports, school, youth group, etc. This file can save 
many hassles when Saturday morning rolls around and 
you are madly trying to find a ride to soccer for your 
child. The information is also helpful if your child is send­
ing out party invitations or trying to locate a friend's 
phone number or address. 

My 15-year-old son stopped in my office one day 
and noticed on my desk an X-Rack-a plastic frame de­
signed to hold hanging file folders. He's a "gadget lover" 
and interested in art. He asked if I would get him one. 
The combination of the uniqueness of the file holder 
and the bright-colored file folders with plastic tabs fasci­
nated him-and gave me a terrific opening to help him 
in setting up a file system for his needs. It is very impor­
tant to do whatever you can to make the organizing 
process appeal to your child. It's a great way to create 
one-on-one time, and you benefit doubly because both 
you and your child's lives will run more smoothly. 

Your child may also want files that relate to special 
interests. For example, your teenager might want a cate­
gory on "Fashion" or "Shopping Ideas" to take on her 
next shopping trip. 

Be sure your child makes a file index or list of the 
files to keep in the very front of the files. For an example 
of one 19-year-old's file categories, see the box on the 
preceding page. 



Travel and 

Travel is a good example of how paperwork has 
multiplied in today's world: bonus programs for airline 
travel, car rentals and hotel accommodations. Entire 
books have been written, newsletters published and com­
puter software designed to make it easier for the traveler 
to take advantage of all the offers. Not taking advantage 
of such offers creates the same kind of emotion in us as 
not submitting our medical expenses to the insurance 
company for reimbursement! 

All That Paraphernalia 

Travel brings with it other kinds of paper problems as 
well: maps, directions, confirmations, tickets, itineraries, 
notes about people to see and things to do, papers we need 
to take with us on the trip, addresses and phone numbers, 
traveler's checks, passports and all the identification cards 
with numbers you need to get credit for those fabulous 
bonus programs. 

Then there are all the papers you collect while you 
are traveling: more maps, phone numbers and addresses 
of new friends made, favorite restaurants and shops, 
receipts for purchases that are being shipped to you, 
boarding passes and ticket stubs, travel brochures and a 
variety of memorabilia. 

IT your trip involved any meetings, you'll undoubtedly 
have a pile of papers that contain all kinds of wonderful in­
formation you want to keep or use. 

You arrive home from the trip with the best of inten­
tions about going through all those papers, but as soon as 
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you walk in the door you're confronted with all the mail 
that arrived while you were away. So it is likely that the trip 
papers are pushed aside so you can deal with more press­
ing matters. Mter several weeks, you get tired of looking at 
them or you have company coming and need to clear off 
the table, so into a drawer they go, never to be seen again! 

Do you cut out travel articles? Collect travel maga­
zines or reviews about travel books? In order for them 
to be useful to you, you need to organize them. When 
was the last time you went through a pile of old maga­
zines to find that article about the terrific restaurant in 
San Francisco? 

Let's take a look at the various areas and see what can 
be done to manage the travel-related paper in our lives. 

Essential Information 

First of all, consider the travel information you want 
to keep for reference. This would include maps, travel 
brochures, information from past trips, newsletters from 
travel services and bonus programs information. The first 
step is to get all the information together. If you have a 
small amount, you may need something as simple as a file 
or box labeled "Travel Information." But if you have more 
than will fit into one category comfortably you need to de­
cide how to organize the information. One way would be 
to group it by category. Make a pile for maps, another for 
airline information, another for travel brochures, etc. 
These could then be incorporated into your reference file 
under 'Travel," so the labels would look like this: 'Travel­
Airline Information," "Travel-Brochures," "Travel-Re­
ceipts," etc. 

You might also find it helpful to put frequent-flyer 
information on your rotary card file, along with the 
phone numbers of the airlines. 

You will soon discover that your airline files be­
come bulky very quickly, so it is important to establish 
your retention guidelines. I would suggest you keep 
your monthly mileage statements for as long as you 
participate in the program because airlines sometimes 
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offer special bonuses to travelers who have accumulat­
ed a certain number of miles during a certain length 
of time. Most airlines send a monthly newsletter. Keep 
only the latest one, unless 
there is specific information 
in an older newsletter. If so, 
mark clearly what informa­
tion interests you so that you 
quickly identify why you kept 
that particular newsletter. 

This same system will 
work for hotel and car-rental 
bonus programs. Of course, 
the most important informa­
tion to have is your member­
ship number. 

One of the other compli­
cating factors in this issue are 
the "Tie-in Programs." For ex­
ample, certain airlines have 

For the Frequent Traveler 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

If you participate in several frequent flyer 
programs, you'll need a separate file for each air­
line, so you would have a series of files such as 
"Airlines-American," "Airlines-United," "Air­
lines-Delta," etc. 

If you're horrified at the thought of so many 
files, consider this. Suppose you're rushing out of 
the door to grab a flight. The last thing you need 
to do is go through a pile of papers from an air­
line you're not taking. It will take only a second 
to grab the information from the appropriate 
airline file. 

reciprocal privileges. Or, if you fly one airline and rent your 
car from a tie-in agency, you can get bonus miles. There are 
several books and newsletters on the market that describe 
these offers. If you're serious about collecting bonus points, 
one of them might be worth your investment 

Maps and Brochures 

Maps can be another paper problem for the traveler. 
If you have only a dozen or so maps, one file or box will be 
plenty, but if you have more than that refine your system by 
geographic area. I started with "U.S.-Northeast," "U.S.­
Northwest," "U.S.-Southeast," "U.S.-Southwest." As my 
travel increased dramatically, I now have one file for every 
state and several for foreign countries. 

What about travel brochures? To determine how 
these should be filed, you need to identify why you are 
keeping them at all. The answer might not be the same 
for each brochure. You may be keeping one strictly as a 
memento of a beautiful experience, another as a refer­
ence in case you return, or another to share with a friend. 
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Ask yourself, "Under what circumstances would I want 
this information?" The answer will help you determine 
where you should file it Put a date on the brochure when 
you file it so it will be easier to clean out the files in the 
years to come. 

Ifyou have more than eight to 10 travel files, I sug­
gest you create a separate filing system-say, a separate 
drawer-for travel, rather than incorporating them into 
your existing files. Identify travel files with a particular 
color so you can recognize them easily. 

Before the Trip 

As soon as you begin planning for any trip, make a 
file with the destination on the label, such as "New York." 
This will provide an immediate place to put any informa­
tion regarding the trip--tickets, itinerary, reminders of 
things you want to take with you, contacts you want to 
make while you are there, or places you want to visit or 
shop. You may have several trip files at one time. 

If you travel frequently, make a standard packing list 
Keep it in your ''To Do" Book or in your suitcase. Then as 
soon as you begin planning a trip, take the list and put it in 
the destination file. As you think of things you want to take 
with you, note them on the packing list 

When you pack your suitcase, check off each item 
and note the specific number taken. For example, "Dress 
Shirts---6." (One client puts her list in a plastic folder and 
uses a grease pencil to check it off. Then it can be easily 
erased after each use.) If you are concerned about losing 
your luggage and being able to substantiate a claim, keep 
the list until you return from the trip. 

People who travel with children can use the list to 
help their children get everything repacked in the suit­
case. When my daughter was twelve, she decided to take 
the list with her so that when she was repacking her suit­
case, she could check it off to be sure she remembered to 
bring everything home with her. 

Make a "Pre-trip Checklist" to remind you of last­
minute tasks that are easy to forget, such as "Check 
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thermostat," "Turn off coffeepot," "Stop newspaper," 
and "Arrange for plant and pet care." 

If you've filed your travel reference material by geo­
graphical area, it will be very 
easy to check that file for any 
additional information you 
might want on a particular 
trip. Sometimes I even take 
the file with me for airplane 
reading. Be sure to take a list 
of frequent flyer numbers. 
These could be listed in your 
"To Do" Book under "Travel" 
or "Numbers." 

On the Trip 

Family Fun 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

If you or your family enjoy taking day trips but 
have difficulty thinking where to go on the spur 
of the moment, create a "Day Trip Ideas" file. In­
formation in the file can also help when you have 
house guests. ''Vacation Ideas" can also be a use­
ful file when it is time to decide on a summer va­
cation plan. 

If you are going to attend any kind of meeting 
while you're on the trip and will be collecting a number 
of papers, I suggest you create action files for the trip. It 
will be easier to make decisions about what you want to 
do with the papers as you acquire them than it will be to 
go back through the papers when you return home. 
These action files might include "Write," "File," "Hold." 
(see Chapter 10). 

What about travel receipts? You can't decide what 
to do with a receipt unless you know why it is useful to 
you. Do you need it to prove a tax deductible expense? If 
so, it could go with other tax information for the year. 
(see Chapter 14.) Are you keeping it until the china that 
you purchased arrives safely? If so, it could go in a "To 
Hold" file. (See Chapter 10.) When the china arrives, the 
receipt could go in a "Personal Property" file in case you 
need it to substantiate an insurance claim. 

After the Trip 

When the trip is over, put your ticket stub and 
boarding passes in the airline file until you are certain 
your miles have been credited to your account. Then 

169 



170 

TAMING T H E P A P E R T I G E R 

throw the boarding passes away. File the ticket stub 
only if you need it for a specific reason-for example, 
a business reimbursement or a tax deductible ex­
pense. Otherwise, throw it away. 

Take action on any papers you have brought 
home with you or incorporate them into your existing 
action files. 

Finally, be sure to purge the trip file itself. Throw 
away any information that is no longer relevant and file 
the remaining information into the appropriate file. 

Suppose, for example, you meet someone on a trip 
who lives in another city you visit frequently, or hope to 
visit one day. Put her name and address with a note about 
where you met in that geographical file. Does all this 
sound like too much drudgery? It may be a lifesaver if 
you find yourself stranded in her city one day, or just a lot 
of fun if you get together and reminisce about all the fun 
you had on that Caribbean cruise! 



Home 
Computers 
andPa 

There are many books on the subject of personal com­
puters. This is not the place for a mcyor discussion about 
them, but it would be foolish to write a book on paper man­
agement in this day and age without mentioning personal 
computers. They can, without a doubt, do many miraculous 
things to help us manage our lives more effectively. They will 
not, however, solve a paper-management problem. 

In fact, if a personal computer is used improperly it 
can complicate paper management considerably because 
it's so easy to create more paper. For example, you write a 
letter or a report and print out a copy to edit it When you 
have completed the editing and entered the changes in 
the computer, you print out another copy. Within minutes 
you have doubled the amount of paper in your life. 

Too Many Printouts 

The computer will not make decisions for you. For 
example, people who have computers with programs that 
print special reports, especially home account systems, 
often feel compelled to print out every report possible to 
ensure that they are getting the most out of their comput­
er. What they often get is confused! 

This is also a major reason that paper gets out of 
hand. The best approach is to print one of each report the 
first time or two you use a new program. Then study the 
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reports and determine which ones are useful to you, and 
print only those. Keep in mind that any paper is of ex­
tremely limited value to you if you cannot identify specifi­
cally why you are keeping it. Ask yourself that (by now 
familiar) question, "Under what circumstances would I use 
this information?" This not only cuts down on the amount 
of paper, it also cuts down on the amount of confusion. 

Store printed computer reports in your filing system 
whenever possible. For reports too large for the system, use 
binders to make the papers easier to manage and refer to. 
Label the binder as to contents and date. This will speed 
up the purging process considerably and will make the 
binders easier to access while they are still useful. 

Make Your 
Computer Work for You 

A computer can simplify many of your paper­
management tasks. The computer is an excellent tool for 
maintaining a File Index. However, you will find it helpful 
to print out two copies-one to keep in front of your files 
and another at your desk. If you travel frequently and 
collect papers as you go, carrying your File Index-so you 
can put the key filing word on papers as you get them-will 
go a long way toward eliminating a paper pile up. Make 
entries and deletions by hand, and then periodically 
update it on the computer. 

A new computer software program called The Paper 
Tiger enables you to track the papers you put in your filing 
system, and make new labels quickly and easily. The "sort" 
capabilities of the program eliminate the problem of decid­
ing what to call a file. In addition, you can use the program 
to keep track of other resources in your home including 
books, audio and video tapes, CD-ROMs, etc. (For more in­
formation on The Paper Tiger, calll-800-430-0794.) 

There are programs designed to replace or supple­
ment your calendar and your "To Do" list. These programs 
are becoming more popular with the advent of more 
portable notebook computers. 

One of the most common uses of a computer in the 
home today is for financial management. The biggest ad-
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vantage of using a computer instead of a manual system is 
that you will be forced to be consistent. It takes time to 
learn how to use the system, but many people have found 
it made a miraculous difference in their ability to manage 
their money. 

Even if you decide not to use a complete money­
management package, you can use your word-processing 
program for keeping track of numerous records. For ex­
ample, if you are frustrated keeping track of membership 
and subscription records, you can list all of them in alpha­
betical order, with the date you renewed and for how long. 
The next time you get a bill for a magazine, pull up your 
list on the screen and you will know how long before the 
subscription actually expires. The same system works well 
for keeping track of charitable donations. 

You can even organize your recipes. But before you 
take that step, be sure the results will be worth the time and 
energy it will take to enter the data in your computer and 
to maintain it. 

Computer Copy Versus Hard Copy 

Many people believe that it must be preferable to 
keep documents in their computer rather than in their fil­
ing system. But consider this: If I have 100 documents in 
hard copy and you have the same 100 documents in the 
computer-or on floppy disks-which of us will find a par­
ticular document more quickly? If most cases, I will. It takes 
time to scroll down your computer screen to bring up each 
one of those documents. 

My recommendation is to use your computer to store 
documents that you will be updating or using again. How­
ever, for "one-time documents" such as a thank you letter 
or a memo, keep a copy in your reference files and then 
only if you might want to refer to it. (See Chapter 11.) 

Preventing Disaster 

The only thing between a computer and a computer 
crash is time. There are several ways you can back-up your 
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computer data. Copying your data on to floppy disks 
works, but can be very time consuming if you have lots of 
files. (Have two sets of back-up disks, and alternate using 
them.) You can also install a tape back-up system into your 
computer. 

If you have lots of data, a high capacity removable 
tape back-up unit and a good back-up software are helpful. 
A removable system can automatically and easily do a daily 
back-up. You can tell the computer to do a modified back­
up-only those documents that have changed since the 
last time you backed up. 

The most important thing is that, whatever way you 
choose, you do it consistently! How often will depend on 
how much you value your time and how critical the work is 
that you are doing. 

Organizing Your 
Computer Documents 

Have you ever sat in front of your computer scrolling 
up and down the screen looking for a particular document 
you entered a few months ago, last week-or even 
yesterday! And heaven forbid if someone else entered it 
and you are trying to find it! 

If you are a Wmdows 95 or Mac user, organizing your 
computer files is significantly easier because you are not 
limited to the 8 characters for naming. If, however, you do 
not have that luxury, your solution is to create directories 
and subdirectories. You can use the same principle to orga­
nize your computer documents in your computer as you 
do your hard-copy documents in your filing cabinet. For 
example, I have directories in my computer for personal 
interests such as "Church," "Family" and journal," as well 
as directories for professional categories such as "Advertis­
ing," "Articles I've Written" (divided into subdirectories 
called "Education," "Medical," "Personal," etc.), "Fees," 
"Forms," "Overheads," "Outlines," "Procedures," "Promo," 
"Quotes," "Speeches," "Surveys" and ''Video." 

You may want to make an index of the directories 
and subdirectories, just as I described for paper files, and 
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keep a hard copy near the computer. Then, when you're 
working on a document and need to store it, you can refer 
to the index instead of roaming through the computer try­
ing to determine where the document should go. 

You can also organize computer files with floppy 
disks. Categorize the information on disks the same way 
you would categorize them on a hard-disk drive or as you 
would hard copy in folders in a reference file system. For 
example, I have separate disks for "Advertising," "Fees," 
"Speeches," etc. 

Computer Clean-Up 

The same purging principles apply to your computer 
that apply to your paper files. Set up a regular schedule for 
cleaning out your computer files--even more frequently 
than you clean your paper files. In addition, each time I 
pull up a directory to add a new document, I do a quick 
check to see if there is an old one I can erase, or perhaps 
take out of the hard-disk ·system and store on a floppy disk 
if I think I'll need it in the future. Most of the time there is! 

Computers for Communication, 
Fun and Education 

The opportunities for using a computer at home are 
endless. On the communication side, you can use a variety 
of fonts and graphics to create your own letterhead for 
personal and business correspondence, as well as write the 
letter. You can print invitations and flyers, or even publish a 
family newsletter. 

Perhaps the most valuable application of the comput­
er at home is for managing your financial life-paying bills, 
figuring taxes, and keeping track of insurance claims. It is 
also an excellent place to keep track of the important 
records we discussed in Chapter 17. 

In my experience, one of the most rewarding uses of 
the computer has been to keep track of donations, mem­
berships and magazine subscriptions. I simply create one 

The same purging 
principles apply 
to your computer 
that apply to your 
paper files. 
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document for each su~ect. I list the name of the subscrip­
tion or organization with the date of payment and the expi­
ration date. When I get a renewal notice or request for a 
donation, it's easy to obtain the information I need to 
make the decision. 

The Internet offers unlimited opportunities for gath­
ering all kinds of valuable information-materials for re­
searching school reports, consumer issues, genealogy, 
travel or finances, just to name a few. Of source, you also 
have the option to print out this material, which makes 
your filing system even more crucial. 

With all these opportunities comes another chal­
lenge: organizing and maintaining your computer. If you 
choose to file the information in your computer, create a 
consistent way of naming documents so you can retrieve 
them again. And above all, if losing the information in 
your computer would be a problem, establish a reliable way 
and a consistent schedule to back it up! 

Chlldren and Computers 

Kids and computers go together. In fact, in many 
ways, they lead the way for fearful adults. Establish 
guidelines for your children's use of computers, and help 
them organize that resource, but in terms of times and 
information. 

If your children use your word-processing program, 
create a separate directory in the computer for each child 
If they create materials they wish to retrieve again, teach 
them to use subdirectories to organize their documents. 

Another Recycling Opportunity 

Recycle your used computer paper. Use the backside 
for drafts. Cut it into various sizes to use as scratch paper 
beside your telephones and in the kitchen. If you prefer 
pads, you can take the paper to a commercial printer and 
have it cut and padded into handy pads for a small charge. 
(And, of course, there's always the bottom of the bird cage!) 



While paper management for most of us is some­
thing we can live with, for others it is an insurmountable 
struggle. Their daily lives are seriously hampered, and in 
some cases brought to a standstill, by the endless clutter of 
unfinished projects, unread newspapers, magazines and 
books, unanswered mail and unfiled paper in unidentified 
piles, bags, and boxes throughout the house. I call these 
people "paperholics." 

Each individual may feel his or her situation is 
unique, but thousands of people experience the same dis­
tress. For some, this constant stress can lead to physical ail­
ments. Some paperholics live in fear of being discovered 
and go to great lengths to avoid having friends and rela­
tives come to their homes. Some even close off parts of 
their houses. Others cover up their embarrassment with 
humorous signs like "A clean desk is a sign of a sick mind," 
or "Enter at your own risk!" 

Many paperholics end up paying unnecessary service 
charges and tax penalties or having their household utili­
ties cut off because they couldn't find or complete the pa­
perwork. Paperholics constantly make excuses for their 
behavior or deny it entirely. Some rarely go anywhere be­
cause they cannot enjoy themselves until their paperwork 
is finished. Others never stay at home to avoid facing the 
chaos. Marriage and family relationships suffer seriously 
when the paperholic's clutter intrudes on others. 

Who Are the Paperholics? 

At the end of virtually every presentation I give, at 
least one person, and often many people, share stories of 
the people they know, and often love, who suffer from this 
problem. They come from all walks of life, and often 
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appear totally together in their professional lives. 
Paperholics can be people of any age. A paperholic is 
someone to whom every piece of paper represents an 

Real Life Paperholics 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

• An internationally recognized medical re­
searcher asked me to help organize his office. 
When I arrived, we literally rolled piles of 
paper out of his office on his chair to make 
room for me to stand! 

• A woman called and told me she hadn't had 
anyone in her home for over ten years. The 
reason? Paper piled on every flat surface, 
stuffed in shopping bags under the bed and 
shoved in all available drawer and cupboard 
space. Her children tried to help, but every at­
tempt turned into an emotional disaster. The 
situation came to a head when the condomini­
um management called the fire department. 

opportunity, an obligation, a 
threat, a memory or a dream. 
Paperholics keep piles of 
articles in case they need 
to prove a position on a 
particular issue. They hold on 
to newspapers because they 
haven't had time to read or clip 
the articles. (The irony is that 
usually they cannot find the 
articles when they want them; 
sometimes they don't even 
realize that they have them.) 

There is nothing wrong 
with keeping every greeting 
card and letter you've ever re­
ceived, if you have plenty of 
space and it brings you plea­
sure. If, however, your daily liv­

ing is impeded because of papers out of the past, you 
need to examine your actions. The reason and degree of 
attachment and the ability to let go due to new circum­
stances distinguishes between normal and pathological 
saving. Psychologists have studied people referred to as 
"packrats." They believe that, for some, the problem is a 
result of an early childhood trauma-a significant loss of 
some kind. For many people, the problem became out of 
control because of extenuating circumstances such as ill 
health, renovating or moving, family crisis, loss of job, etc. 
All the causes of this behavior are not clearly identified, 
but most savers are not pathological hoarders. 

People who have the most difficulty managing paper 
are often the people who generate the most paper. They 
feel compelled to make duplicate copies so they will be 
sure to find at least one. Many order information booklets 
from every available source--even on subjects that may not 
relate to their lives. They tend to take advantage of every 
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offer for a free magazine issue, fully intending to cancel 
the subscription later. They take copious notes on any 
available piece of paper. They pick up information 
brochures and articles wherev-
er they go. They often sub-
scribe to more magazines and 
newspapers than they could 
ever possibly read-and end 
up reading few of them. 

In the end, paperholics 
live in a vicious cycle. The 
more paper they accumulate, 
the less able they are to man­
age it, and the more out of 
control they feel. 

If You Are 
a Paperholic 

It's essential that you 
admit you have a problem. 
Recognize that change does 
not happen instantaneously. 
Shelves overflowing with books 

More realrlife stories ... 
••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

• An elementary school teacher wrote that his 
entire house, as well as his work area at school, 
was filled with paper. The thought of throwing 
anything away made him physically ill. 

• One woman told me she had moved out of 
her apartment and into a new one. Not unusu­
al, except that she kept the old one for the 
purpose of storing all of her paper! 

• A client slept on the sofa in his living room be­
cause the twin beds in his bedroom were cov­
ered with the papers he had accumulated 
after his wife died. 

• Another client had files full of vacation ideas 
but he had not left the city for more than two 
days in over ten years. 

and outdated magazines, boxes of paper and paper­
shuffling habits accumulated over years won't disappear 
overnight. Behavior patterns take time to unlearn and 
relearn. Paper-management skills do not come naturally 
to everyone. 

One of the most frequently asked questions that pro­
fessional organizers hear is, ''Why is it so difficult for me to 
let go of all this stuff?" The answer is not a simple one. 
Not much formal study has been given to the problem, al­
though it is one from which many suffer. 

Accept the fuct that you cannot undo what you may 
now feel are mistakes. Take the advice in this book with the 
idea of starting over with today's papers. Ignore the back­
log for now. Create a place to work that you find pleasant 
Set up your paper-management center (as described in 
Chapter 3) to handle today's paper. Keep asking yourself 
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the question, ''What is the worst possible thing that would 
happen if I didn't have this piece of paper?" Begin to imag­
ine how you will feel when you are successful. What will 
your house look like? What things will you do that you 
aren't doing now? 

Even if you read all the guidelines in this book, if you 
are a true paperholic it is unlikely that you will make the 
dramatic changes you want to make without assistance of 
some kind. It is essential to find people you trust to help 
you. Here are several possibilities: 
• A self-help support group in your area. Two excellent or­

ganizations that offer newsletters, publications, and infor­
mation about support groups are: 
Messies Anonymous 
5025 S.W. 114th Avenue 
Miami, FL 33165 
305-271-8404 

NSGCD (National Study Group on Chronic 
Disorganization) 
1142 Chatsworth Drive 
Avondale Estates, GA 30002 
404-231-6172 

• A mental-health professional to help you deal with such 
psychological issues as why you need to hang on to all 
that paper. 

• An organizing consultant who will work with you to go 
through the paper piece by piece. (Chapter 24 has more 
information.) 

• A very special nonjudgmental friend or relative who will 
work with you or encourage and support you. (I must 
add that such a person is often not easy to find.) 

• A combination of any or all of the above. 

If Someone You Love Is a Paperholic 

If someone you know or love is a paperholic, you may 
be asking ''What can I do?" Truthfully, maybe nothing. It's 
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easy for us to be critical of others who find it difficult to do 
what we do easily, and it's important to accept that correct­
ing the situation will require much more than simply apply­
ing self-discipline. 

Sometimes letting a paperholic know that other 
people have similar difficulties can be a great relief. 
One of the most common reactions to the scenarios I 
present in paper-management seminars is, "When did 
you see my house?" 

Perhaps the most important lesson I have learned 
about living with a paperholic is the importance of defin­
ing boundaries. If possible, negotiate with that person re­
garding what papers (magazines, newspapers, photos, etc.) 
are acceptable in shared spaces. Identify other areas of 
your home where he or she can accumulate paper accord­
ing to his or her own wishes. When the papers begin to 
spill into other areas, you have a right to take steps to cor­
rect the problem. Communication is a key issue. Often it 
takes time and practice, as well as professional assistance, to 
master effective techniques. 

Finally, acknowledge that all of us have issues we need 
to resolve. Concentrate on your own issues and allow the 
paperholic to solve his or her own problem. 
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Caging That 
Tiger 

At this point, a review of the basic components of 
this paper-management system is in order. Keep in mind 
that every piece of paper in your life can be categorized 
and put into one of seven places: 

• "To Sort" tray 

• Wastebasket 

• Calendar 

• 'To Do" list 

• Rotary card file/Phone book 

• Action files 

• Reference files 

Every time you find a pile of papers that require deci­
sions, ask yourself these questions about each piece: 

• "Can this be recycled or go in the wastebasket?" 

• If not, "Do I need to make an appointment with myself 
to do something?" If so, enter the information in your 
calendar. 

• "Does this piece of paper require action or recall by me 
at some yet-undetermined time in the future?" If so, 
enter it in your "To Do" list 

• "Are there any addresses, telephone numbers, or pieces 
of "mini information" that I should put on my rotary 
phone-file or in my computer database?" 
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• If you entered the information in any of the above 
places, "Do I still need to keep the piece of paper?" If so, 
"Does this piece of paper require action or am I keeping 
it for reference?" 

• If it requires action, ''What specific action do I need to 
take?" The answer will tell you into which Action File you 
should put it 

• If I am keeping it for reference, "What word would I 
think of if I wanted this piece of paper again?" The 
answer will tell you into what Reference File you 
should put it. 

Getting Rid of the Boxes 

In the question and answer period following one of 
my speeches, a woman asked, "I have. four large packing 
boxes full of papers that I have been telling myself for 
three years I will organize "one of these days,' but each 
time I try I am totally overwhelmed. What can I do?" 

I told her that I could think of only two options for 
getting rid of the boxes: Decide that since she survived 
for three years without any of the information in them 
she could take a deep breath and toss them all in the 
trash; or go through the papers one by one using the sys­
tem described in this book, making decisions on each 
piece of paper. 

You have the same choices for dealing with your 
accumulated papers. It may help you determine which 
option you want to choose to know that going through 
the equivalent of one vertical-file cabinet drawer takes 
about four hours. If the peace of mind you will get 
from going through the papers is worth four hours of 
your time, by all means make an appointment with 
yourself to do it as soon as possible. If spending that 
time in some other way is more important, then throw 
the boxes away immediately. If you find yourself post­
poning the decision, ask yourself, "What am I going to 
know tomorrow that I don't know today?" 
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Just Get Started 

At this point, one of the major questions you may 
have is "How long will it take?" You cannot expect to solve 
all of your paper-management problems overnight Don't 
worry how long it will take. Just get started. One of the 
most exciting things you will discover is that what you 
learn in organizing one area of your life will carry over 
into other areas. As you enjoy your successes, you will be 
encouraged to keep going. 

Keep It Growing 

There are no magic wands! No matter how terrific 
the system you develop, it will not maintain itself, and it 
will not last forever. If after reading this book, or even 
parts of it, you have to admit that you are not willing to 
do what needs to be done, then your assignment is to de­
termine who will help you and how. 

Keep in mind, however, that the key issue in any 
paper-management system is decision making. You will 
either have to make the decisions yourself, or give the 
person to whom you delegate your paper management 
the authority to make those decisions. A successful 
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system will probably require a combination of decision 
making and delegation. 

Many times a client will call me because a system 
they have established is not working. Nine times out of 
10, the problem is not that the system was bad but that 
they have outgrown the system. Personal paper manage­
ment is an ongoing process. It will need to change as you 
change. If your priorities, your support system, your 
space availability or your family situation change, you 
may need to a<ljust your system to fit those changes. 

Call for Action 

If you have read this book and still don't know 
how to create an effective system or want additional 
support or assistance for your specific needs, check 
your local yellow pages under "Organizing Consultants" 
or "Personal Services" and find someone who special­
izes in setting up systems for paper management. Write 
to NAPO (National Association for Professional Orga­
nizers, 1033 La Posada, Suite 220, Austin, TX 78752 
(512-20~0151) for a list of organizers in your area. 

Many people procrastinate about making an ap­
pointment with an organizing consultant. They're often 
stuck with the "clean up before the maid comes" syn­
drome, or they are concerned about how to prepare for 
his or her arrival. 

Put aside any worries about needing to justifY your 
situation. The organizing consultant's role is to provide 
professional advice, not to make judgments. Ask yourself 
the questions: ''Why did I make this appointment with an 
organizing consultant?" and ''What do I want to change?" 

It is not necessary to do anything, but ifyou feel a 
need to get started before the consultant comes, here are 
some suggestions. 

• The consultant will begin work immediately, so 
choose where you would like to begin-with today's 
mail or the attic. 

• Gather together any supplies you may have on hand that 
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will be helpful in the organizing process-file folder, la­
bels, marking pens, boxes, containers, wastebaskets, etc. 

• Put all like things together-banking information, 
photographs, magazines, etc. 

• Relax! If you're unsure about where to begin or what 
to do, your organizing consultant has the knowledge 
and experience to guide you in making that decision. 

What Can You Expect from an 
Organizing Consultant? 

The first step in developing a good working relation­
ship with an organizing consultant is to have a realistic 
understanding of what particular services that consultant 
offers. Although every organizing consultant is different, 
you can and should expect: 

• Complete confidentiality. 

• Open discussion about the cost of services. 

• Appointments scheduled to meet your professional 
and/ or personal needs. 

• An ability to apply the "principles of organization" to 
your particular situation. 

• Expertise and experience in the "principles of organiza­
tion" applied to personal and professional life. 

• Creative and innovative problem solving. 

• Availability and a continued interest in your situation, 
should you desire. 

Some organizing consultants specialize in "hands 
on" assistance, which may include: 

• A willingness to do whatever task needs to be done in 
the interest of achieving mutually determined goals. 

• Physical assistance, as well as verbal instruction. A will­
ingness to do whatever you would do-including get­
ting dirty! 

• Shopping assistance if you need or want it. 
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• Assistance in finding another professional resource if it 
is appropriate or desirable. 

There are hundreds of organizing consultants in the 
country, and more are being trained everyday. The excit­
ing aspect of the industry is the networking that takes 
place among the organizers themselves. Not all organizers 
provide the same services so keep looking until you find 
the one that suits your needs and your personality. If the 
first one you try doesn't work, don't give up! 

A Note of Caution 

It is always easier to see what someone else needs to 
do than it is to see what we need to do. In teaching orga­
nizing skills to families, one of my key roles is to insure 
that family members concentrate on solving their own 
organizing problems instead of what other family mem­
bers need to do. As you read this book and experiment 
with developing new paper-management systems for your­
self, resist the urge to insist that other people join you. 
Many of the systems you develop will automatically make 
paper management easier for other people, but let them 
discover it for themselves! 

If you are interested in consulting or a seminar on or­
ganizing, feel free to contact me at Hemphill & Associates, 
Inc., 1464 Garner Station Blvd., #330, Raleigh, NC 27603-
3634, 919-773-0722. My e-mail is 76443,3014@com­
puserve.com. 

Although you are at the end of this book, you are at 
the beginning of a new adventure in learning to control 
the paper in your life. Remember, "In every organizing 
process, things will get worse before they get better." Try 
to remain optimistic. Forgive yourself when you see the 
mistakes you have made in the past and move on. Feel­
ing bad about yourself does not help anything. Be willing 
to ask for help when you need it, and reward yourself for 
each accomplishment along the way. Now grab that tiger 
by the tail! You are on your way to a personal paper­
management system that works for you! 
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Appendix: 
Records Retention Guide 

Throughout this book I've written about different 
kinds of paper that you need to keep-or might want to 
keep. The retention guide on the following pages will serve 
as a quick reference tool for you to use to identify your 
papers and note where you want to keep them and how 
long they need to be retained. Check the index for 
references to detailed discussions about ways to deal with 
the various documents. Then fill out the worksheet, and 
keep it in a handy location. Also make copies for people in 
your life who might need the information in case of an 
emergency. 

In many cases, it's up to you where you want to keep a 
document and how long you decide to hold on to it I've 
indicated a specific location and/ or retention guideline 
where there is a legal requirement-or I've felt it would be 
helpful to do so. 

Keep in mind that where you keep the documents is 
not nearly as important as doing it consistently. Problems 
develop when part of the information you need is in one 
location and part is in another. However, because of space 
considerations, it may sometimes be necessary to put docu­
ments in more than one place. When this happens, be 
sure to note both locations on this guide. For example, old 
tax records could be stored in the attic while the most re­
cent year's records could be in your reference file. 

Be sure to include a timetable for transferring 
records from active to inactive storage or disposal. (A good 
time to do this would be after you file your tax return.) You 
may find that the least complicated method for keeping 
records is to put all records for a given year into a large en­
velope or box and store them in chronological order. 
When you put in the latest year's records, take out unneed­
ed or unwanted material from earlier years. 
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Document Location Retain how long 

Education Records 

Certificates 

Diplomas 

Letters of reference 

Resumes 

Health Records 

illness records 

Vaccination Records 

Insurance 

Automobile 

Disability 

Health 

Homeowner's 

liability 

Ufe 

Personal property 

Umbrella policy 

Safe deposit box 

Update periodically 

Until superseded 

Permanently 

Permanently 

Statute oflimitations 
(in case oflate claims) 

Duration of policy 

Duration of policy 

Statute oflimitation 
(in case oflate claims) 

Statute of limitations 
(in case oflate claims) 

Duration of policy 

Duration of policy 

Duration of policy 
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Document Location Retain how long 

Investments 

Purchase records 

Sales records 

Home improvements 

Collectibles 

Household inventory 

Mortgage information 

Military records 

Discharge papers 

Personal property records 

Automobile registration 

Receipts for mcyor purchases 

Personal life 

Calendars (past) 

Directories 

Letters/ greeting cards 
received 
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Safe deposit box 

Copy in car, original with 
driver 

As long as you own 
security, then keep with 
sale record 

Six years after sale, for tax 
purposes 

Until you purchase again, 
then with tax records 

As long as you own, then 
with tax records 

Update annually 

6 years after sale 

Permanently 

As long as you own auto 

As long as you own item 
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Document Location Retain how long 

Memorabilia 

Photographs 

Religious records 

Pet records 

Tax and Fmancial 
Bank statements 

Canceled checks 

Certificates of deposit 

Contracts 

Credit card statements/ 
receipts 

Income-tax returns 

Income-tax support 

documents 

Loan agreements 

Loan payment books 

Pension plan records 

Rental contracts 

6years 

6 years, if for 
deductible item 

Until cashed in 

6 years after completion 

6 years, if for 
deductible item 

Generally 6 years. 
Exceptions: 
non-deductible IRA 
form and records of 
home improvements 
(indefinitely) 

Same as above 

6 years after payment 

Until paid 

Generally keep current 
year only 

As long as in effect 
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Document Location Retain how long 

Pay stub 

Trust agreements 

Vital records 

Adoption papers 

Automobile title 

Birth certificates 

Citizenship papers 

Copyrights/Patents 

Death certificates 

Divorce decrees 

Letter oflast instructions 

Marriage certificate 

Passports 

Power of attorney 

Safe deposit box key 

Safe deposit box inventory 

Social security records 

Wills 

Warranties & instructlons 
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Safe deposit box 

Safe deposit box 

Safe deposit box 

Safe deposit box 

Safe deposit box 

Safe deposit box 

Safe deposit box 

Safe deposit box 

Until W-2 confirmed 

As long as in effect 

Permanently 

As long as you own auto 

Permanently 

Permanently 

As long as in effect 

Until estate is settled 

Permanently 

Permanently. Update 
as needed 

Permanently 

Keep current 

Permanently. Update as 
needed 

As long as you keep box 

Update regularly 

Permanently 

As long as valid 

As long as you own 
appliance or device 
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A c filing, 163-164 
index for, 163 

Action files Calendars 
involving children in 

bill paying and, 65-66, 98 birthdays, 120 decision making, 160 
categories, 63-69 children and, 162-163 memorabilia box, 161 
checklist, 64 computer software for, 172 parents-to-be and, 158-159 
description, 61, 62 electronic, 44-45 Collectibles, 123 
logistics of, 69--70 entering information, Computers 
'To Do" list and, 70 38-39 action files and, 64 
for travel, 68, 169 events calendar, 67-68 backing up data, 173-174, 

Aging fumily members. See ill making appointments with 176 
or aging fumily members yourself, 39--40, bill-paying software, 96-97 

Airline files, 166-167 ll1, ll3 children and, 176 
Answering machines, 14 7 master calendar, 36-37 cleaning up files, 175 
Appliance instructions, reward for return, 44 communication, education, 

130-131 schedule coordination and fun uses, 175-176 
Automobile insurance, and, 38 electronic tax filing, 104 

125,126 selection factors, 41, 44 file index, 172 
symbo~,38,63,66,70 file-tracking software, 74, 

B telephone numbers, 57 76,172 

Bank records, 121-122 
weekly planner sample, 43 financial management and, 
yearly planner sample, 42 172-173,175 

B~ Car-rental bonus programs, hard copy vs. computer action files and, 65-66, 98 167 copy,173 credit card receipts, 100 Cards. See Credit cards; Greet- Internet use, 176 
electronic payment, 96 ing cards; Holiday card lists kitchen uses, 151 
payment schedule, 96-97 Catalog shopping, 112 location, 22 
statements, 98-99 Chairs, 20 organizing files, 17 4-175 
tracking, 95-96 Charge accounts. See Credit records tracking, 172-173 
work area for paying, 97-98 cards software options, 172-1 73 

Birthdays The Checkbook Organizer, 97 storing printed reports, 
'To Do" list, 50 Checklists 171-172 
'To Write" file, ll9--120 action files, 64 telephone number 

Bonds, 123 supplies, 21 program, 56 
Bulletin boards travel, 54, 168-169 "To Do" list software, 48 

phone messages, 146 Children's papers Condolence letters, 119 
specific purpose, 22 assignment books, 162-163 Coupons, 155-157 

Burial instructions, 128 calendars, 162-163 Creative Memories, 141 
Business car logbook, 107 categories, 159--160 Credit cards 
Businesses child's own files, 91-92, receipts, 100 

correspondence, 120 163-164 records needed, 122 
records to keep, 123 creative work, 161 reducing number of, 98 
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D 
"Day Trip Ideas" file, 169 
Death of fumily member, 

records necessary, 126, 128 
Decision making 

action files and, 62--63 
questions to ask, 182-183 
reference files and, 72-73 
skills for, 11, 14-15, 

184-185 
Desks 

sharing, 18 
supplies, 23 
types, 18--20 

E 
Education records, 129 
Electronic calendars, 44-45 
Emergency telephone 

numbers, 59 
Employment records, 129 
Entertainment records, 

153--154 
Events calendar, 67--68 

F 
Family records and 

documents 
bank records, 121-122 
in case of death of fumily 

membe~126,128 

credit cards and charge 
accounts, 122 

education, employment, 
military records, 129 

family history, 129 
household inventory, 130 
ill or aging family member 

records, 128 
insurance,125-127 
investment records, 

122-124 
Keogh, IRA, 401 (k) plans, 

123 
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liabilitiesrecords,125 
medical records, 127 
retirement income records, 

124 
safe deposit boxes and, 

129,132 
stocks, bonds, and mutual 

funds, 123 
survivor's benefits, 121, 

127-128 
tax records, 122 
trusts, 124 
warranties and instructions, 

130-131 
wills,124-125 

File cabinets, 81-82 
File folders, 82-84 

box bottom files, 83 
Filing. See Action files; Refer­

ence files 
Financial management 

software, 172-173 
401 (k) plans, 123 
Frequent flyer programs, 

167,169 
Funeralinstructions,128 

G 
Greeting cards 

holiday card lists, 59--60 
organU±ng,143--144 
recycling, 144 
shopping for, 69 
storing, 120 

Holiday card lists, 59--60 
Homeowners' insurance, 126 
Hotel bonus programs, 167 
Household inventory, 130 

I 
m or aging family members, 

documents and records, 128 
lnfoTamer, 121 
Insurance, 125-127 

Internet, 176 
Investments 

record retention period, 
107 

records to keep in files, 
122-124 

IRA retirement plans, 123 

J 
Junk mail; 31-32,110,145 

K 
Keogh plans, 123 
Kitchen papers 

catch-all pile, 145-146 
coupons, 155-157 
recipes, 148--154 
refrigerator communica-

tion center, 148 
shopping lists, 154-155 

L 
Letters 

actions files and, 68--69 
condolence letters, 119 
organU±ng,143--144 
thank you notes, 119 
'To Do" list and, 52 

Liabilities records, 125 
Library file, 113 
Life insurance, 126 

M 
Mailing lists, 30-32, 109-110 
Medical insurance, 126-127 
Medical records, 127 
Memorabilia 

decoratingwith, 138 
involving children in 

selection, 137-138 
off-site storage, 138 
organtdng,133--136 
scrapbooks, 138 
See also Photographs 
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Messies Anonymous, 180 
Military records, 129 
Movies, 141 
Mutual funds, 123 

N 
National Association of 

Professional Organizers 
(NAPO), 185 

0 
Organization, definition of, 9 
Organizing consultants, 180, 
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Paper management 

backlogs, 25-26 
basic ingredients, 8-15, 

182-183 
benefits, 6-7 
complicating factors, 4-7 
definition,3 
flexibility of approaches to, 

92-93 
getting rid of boxes, 183 
maintaining the system, 

184-185 
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personal feelings and, 94 
reduction methods, 30-35 
responsibility for, 93 

The Paper Tiger computer 
so~,74,76,172 

Paperholics,177-181 
real-life stories, 178, 179 
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118-119 

Photocopying 
action files and, 66 
newspaper articles, 114 
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albuming, 138-141 
creative uses, 141-143 
for household inventory, 

130 
organizing,133-136 
videotapes of, 142-143 
See also Memorabilia 

Planner Pad, 44 
Postcards, 69, 120 
Power of attorney for ill or 

aging family members, 128 

R 
Real estate 

record retention period, 
107 

records to keep, 123-124 
Recipes 

backlog, 151-152 
categories, 150-151 
entertainment records, 

153-154 
indexing,151 
new recipes, 153 
organizing,148-154 

Records locator and reten­
tion guide, 188-192 

Recycling 
children's artwork, 161 
computer paper, 176 
greeting cards, 144 
recyclable items, 35 

Reference files 
bills and, 99 
decision-making guide-

lines, 72-73 
description, 61-62 
family records and, 132 
file cabinet selection, 81--82 
file folder selection, 82--84 
file-tracking software, 74, 

76,172 
filing tips, 85--86 
indexfor, 73-74,75 
labeling, 84-85 

maintenance of, 86--88 
management, 71--81 
mechanics of, 81--86 
retention period, 88 
sample headings, 76--81 
'To Read" file and, 

112-113 
Retention guide, 188-192 
Retention periods 

investments records, 107 
reading materials, 114-115 
real estate records, 107 
reference files, 88 
tax records, 107 

Retirement 
income records, 124 
Keogh, IRA, and 401 (k) 

plans, 123 
Rolodex. See rotary card files, 

58-60 

s 
Safe deposit boxes, 132 
Self-help groups, 180 
Shopping lists, 154-155 
Skills sUIVey, 11-14 
Slides 

organizing,141 
videotapes of, 142-143 

Social security 
numbers list, 60 
records to keep, 128 

Stocks, 123 
Supplies checklist, 21 
Support groups, 180 
SUIVivor's records, 121, 

127-128 

T 
Taxes 

auditconsiderations,103 
business car logbook, 107 
deductible items records, 

104 
documents needed, 106 
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last-minute recordkeeping 

system, 105 
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tem, 10~104 
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record retention period, 107 
records to file, 122 

Telephone messages, 
146-147 

Telephone numbers, 55-57 
rotary card file for, 58--60 

Telephones 
answering machines, 14 7 
family telephone log, 147 
location, 22 
phone calls section of'To 

Do" list, 53 
time-saving tips, 57 
types, 22 

Thank you notes, 119 
Time management, 10 
'To Do" lists 

arranging like items, 49-50 
categories, 48, 50-54 
cleaning out notebook, 51 
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computer software, 172 
crossing items off, 46-47 
deciding what to do first, 47 
packing lists, 168 
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purpose,46 
receipts, 51 
running lists, 48, 49 
types, 47-48 

"To Read" file 
alternative measures, 

116-117 
books on tape, 116-117 
card file, 115 
carrying reading material, 

111 
catalogshopping,112 
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categorizing materials, 112 
filing materials, 115 
incorporating reading into 

daily life, 111 
reading techniques, 

110-111 
reference files and, 

112-113 
retention period for mater­

ial, 114-115 
selection of material, 

109-110 
'To Sort" trays, 27-29 

kitchen papers and, 146 
location, 22 

'To Write" file, 118-120 
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166-167 
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post-trip organization, 

169-170 
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of photographs, 142-143 
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size,23 
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Wills, 124-125 
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