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Day 1: Get a Notebook and Pen 
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The first task to living a more organized life is simple: get a pocket-sized notebook, a pen and keep them with you.



Always.



This small step is the biggest you can take to becoming a more organized person.  With a notebook on you at all times, you can catch ideas as soon as they come to you.



Think about it: how often does something like 'I need to call the repairmen' or 'I need to pick up milk' pop into your mind, only to be forgotten seconds later?  Thousands of times would probably be an underestimate.



Why do you forget?  Usually it's because when you think of something, you can't do anything about it at the moment.  Merlin Mann put it best: ''The time you remember you need to buy more toilet paper isn't when you're in the supermarket."



When you are in the supermarket, you end up wandering the aisles thinking 'what do I need to get?'.



The notebook will change that.



I recommend getting a cheap notebook that fits in your pocket.  If you really want a fancy fisher space pen & Moleskine reporter's notebook go ahead, but cheap works just fine and it may even be better.  I use the cheapest notebook that I can find and use an inexpensive bold pen like the Pilot V10 Grip:
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(As a side note: don't substitute your phone as a note-taking device.  You want to be able to record a thought instantly.  Smart phones, while amazing, still can't beat the quickness of flipping open a notebook.) 



Your notebook must be with you at all times – it should be as vital an object as your wallet or purse.  Write down any thoughts that occur to you during the day: things you need to do, errands, responsibilities, foolish business ideas.  Write them all down.  Later on, we'll cover what to do with these notes, but right now it's all about establishing the habit.



Go and get that notebook and pen, right now.










Day 2: Make a Landing Strip 
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Before we start day two of 30 Days to a More Organized Life, did you forget to bring your pocket notebook with you today?  If so, don't worry: establishing a new habit isn't easy.  Find that notebook, put it in your pocket and let's begin.



Think about your morning routine.  Why did you forget the notebook?  Do you ever forget any other items that are important to your day, such as your wallet or mobile phone?



Often, people forget items such as these because they haven't decided on a place for those items to live.  The phone or keys gets put on whatever open surface happens to be available, and then forgotten or lost. 



Being organized is about productive laziness: you want to eliminate thinking as much as possible.  In the morning you shouldn't have to think about all the things you need – you're tired and haven't yet had coffee.



The way to eliminate morning thinking and make sure you don't forget your mobile phone and other items is to make a landing strip: a holding spot where all of the little items you carry around during the day live.



Here is one simple example of a landing strip where a shelf in a wall storage unit has been dedicated as the drop off spot:
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(notice the nice label on the side?  We'll talk about labelers on a later day)



This person uses it as a spot to dump his keys, wallet and phone.  It also acts as the spot for anything that needs to go out of the house.  In this case, library books to be returned.



This slightly more elegant example uses a cake stand as the landing strip for incoming items:
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But it doesn't even need to be that complicated.  For years in my old flat, my landing strip was just a shoebox top on the counter.  It was ugly, but it worked.



The ideal spot for the landing strip is within reach of the front door.  You want the landing strip to be within sight to remind you to unload your pockets and dump everything in there before you go any further.



Making the landing strip visible by the door is also helpful for when you're getting ready to leave.  No more running around trying to find those keys because you know you put them in the landing strip and they're waiting for you on your way out.



Look around your house, find a box or bowl that isn't being used, make an empty space by the door and build yourself a landing strip.










Day 3: Backup Your Computer 
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How would you react if you came home to find that everything in your house was gone?  Every photo album, every piece of furniture, every document, every DVD or CD, every utensil, all your clothes, every last book.  Everything.



If you don't have a backup system for your computer, that's what you are waiting to happen to all your data.



Unlike losing everything in your house (which would take some pretty dedicated thieves) losing everything on your computer is a question of 'when' not 'if'.



Computer hard drives, (where information is stored) are fragile things.  Heat, humidity, age, electrical shock and magnets are just a few of the things that can destroy a drive and cause you to lose everything on it.



Google did a study of 100,000 hard drives and found that the chance that a hard drive will fail in a given year is between 4% and 10%.



If there was a 10% chance every year that you'd lose all your household items, you'd do something about it.



The work that has gone into collecting, editing and categorizing all your digital data is enormous.   Even if you spent just two hours a day on average working on your computer over the last five years, that's 3,500 hours of effort – the equivalent of two years of 40-hour work weeks.



Fortunately, there is an easy way to back up your computer files.  Mozy.com offers a free service that will back up two gigabytes of your stuff.  Every night, Mozy will upload the files you've worked on to a secure server in Utah.  If your computer drive crashes, Mozy will mail you back your data on a DVD or you can re-download it.



If you have more than 2 gigabytes of stuff Mozy will let you store unlimited amounts of stuff for just six dollars a month.



Head over to Mozy, right now, and sign up for an account – then when your hard drive crashes you can be secure in the knowledge that you haven't lost a lifetime of work.



Click here to sign up for a Mozy account.










Day 4: Get Office Supplies 
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If you're the kind of person who loves a trip to Staples, you're going to like today.  Over the rest of the 30 Days to a More Organized Life project, you're going to need some gear.  Be an efficient manager of your time and do the supply run all in one batch, rather than piece by piece.  Tomorrow you're going to set up a home workspace, so you are going to need a lot of things if you don't already have them.







Things Every Workspace Needs: 





	
Desk: this will be your command central.  The bigger a desk you can fit into your workspace, the better.  But don't think that means expensive: you can't get much bigger and cheaper than using a door as your desk.  That's how Amazon.com started out.



	
Pens: Get ones you actually like, not just the least expensive.  Nothing will make you hesitate to write something down more than having to use a cheap Bic.  Experiment with different pens and find something that works for you.



	
Rubber bands



	
Stapler and staple remover



	
Post-it notes: the wide-sized sticky notes are highly recommended.



	
Document shredder: necessary for identity theft prevention.



	
File cabinet: stay far, far away from hanging files; they are the work of the devil.



	
Surge Protector: make an estimate of how many power outlets you need, then double it.












Things you need for the rest of the 30 Days program: 





	
Paper protectors




	
Index cards



	
A big, bold pen



	
Labeler



	
Dedicated feeder scanner: it's expensive, but it will change your life.



	
Scotch tape













Things you may also want: 






	
Dedicated office computer: depending on what kind of work you do and how distraction-prone you are, you may want to set up a separate, work-only computer.   Paul Graham has very good reasons for doing this in his essay on distractions.



	
Lighting: proper lighting is an important part of the work environment.  Make sure your space will be fully lit.






+Whiteboard



If there are any other items you think will help you be more productive, go ahead and pick them up.  The only thing not to get is a paper day-planner or address book.  You'll put together something much better in the next few days



Don't forget to keep writing down all your thought and ideas in your pocket notebook, you'll be using them soon.












Day 5: Set Up Your Workspace 
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The centerpiece of a more organized life is a dedicated workspace in your home.  The kitchen table – when not overflowing with food preparation – won't cut it. 



Here are some guidelines to setting up your workspace using the office supplies you got yesterday.







Picking a location: 





Your workspace should be away from traffic corridors in your home.  Having you workspace in between the kitchen and bathroom is asking for others to interrupt you.  Pick a place that's quiet and out of the way.



Keep in mind, you don't need a beautiful location to do quality work.   If you read Stephen King's On Writing you'll discover that this best-selling horror author did his greatest work when his workspace was in the basement next to the hot-water heater.









Starting from empty: 





Once you've selected a spot for your workspace, your first job is to empty that area.  Remove every last object so you can start with a blank slate.



Why go through the trouble of taking everything out of a room?  It's the rare person who has an empty room in their home (or even just a corner) waiting, unused to become a workspace.  There's already stuff in that space, and most of it won't help you get work done.



You don't want clutter in your office just because it happened to be there when you moved into your new space. 



After taking everything out, only bring back into your workspace the objects you really, really need to get work done.  Everything else you either need to find a new place for or get rid of.









The desk: 





If you have a whole room to use as a workspace, the best desk position is in the middle of the room, facing the door.  This way you minimize distractions while maximizing the feeling of space.  It also lets you immediately see and interact with the people who enter.



If you don't have a whole room, consider having the desk face away from the wall.  This minimizes claustrophobic feelings.









The computer: 





Computers unchecked tend to monopolize desk space.  Set up your computer so that there is an area to do handwritten work.  Make sure there is space to push the monitor back for when you write those Christmas cards, thank-you notes, or take notes while on the phone.



If you're in a very large space, consider having two desks, one for real-world work and one for virtual work.



When you set up the computer and it's assorted peripherals, don't try to manage the wires yet.  Before you start strapping things down, you want to see how you're going to actually the use devices in your workspace – not just how you think you'll use them.  It may turn out that what you first thought was an ideal spot for the printer is actually terribly irritating.









Filing cabinet: 





People tend to resist filing, so you want to make it as easy as possible to do.  Your filing cabinet should be within reach of your chair when sitting at the desk.  The same goes for the manila folders and label maker.









Other supplies: 





Make conscious decisions about where you're putting the rest of your office supplies.  The rule is the more you use an object the closer it should be.



Also, take into consideration your handedness.  If you're left handed things like a desktop phone or printer should be on your left-hand side.  Also make sure that any space to do hand-written work is on the correct side.









Ergonomics: 





Setting up your workspace to be ergonomic will save you pain down the road.  If you're using a desktop computer, you can follow the instructions from this cheesy-but-effective 1950s image shown below.
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If your work computer is a laptop then an external mouse, keyboard and laptop stand are essential.









Office lighting: 





Proper ergonomics will save you wrist strain and proper lighting will save you eyestrain.  



If your workspace is dark, be sure to bring in some extra lights to brighten the place up.  If you don't mind the extra expense, invest in full-spectrum bulbs that mimic the sun's rays for additional cheeriness.  



When you install the lights, be sure to consider which way the shadows will fall in your workspace.  You don't want to cast a shadow over where you take handwritten notes.



If you spend long hours looking at your computer screen, you should also consider setting up a gentle back lighting system.  (You can find more information on that here)












Day 6: Scan Everything 
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Now that your workspace is set up you probably want to fill up that new filing cabinet of yours.  But, before you do, you need to use the scanner you bought to digitize your files.



There are three big reasons to digitize:



	
Digital makes backup easy.



	
Digital makes searching easy.



	
Digital takes up zero space.






I once worked with a lawyer who, using a ScanSnap s1500 and a weekend's worth of time, took a room full of filing cabinets and fit it all on his computer.  After going digital his documents were both easier to access and more secure than before and no longer dominated his workspace.



Sit down at your computer with the scanner on your desk and all your miscellaneous paperwork at your side.  Go through each sheet and ask yourself: 'do I need this?'.



If you don't need it, throw it in the shredder.  If you do, ask yourself, 'do I need the original?'.  If yes, then put it in a 'to file' pile.  If you don't need the original, run the document through the scanner.



Important note: don't get rid of the scanned document just yet!  Put it in a 'scanned' pile.  Wait overnight until Mozy has completed backing up your computer.  Once you know your files are backed up, you can shred them.



If you have a lot of documents, this will be a long day, so we'll leave the 'to file' pile until tomorrow.










Day 7: File Your Unscannable Documents 
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After yesterday's scanning session most of your paperwork should now be on your computer.  You're probably standing before your workspace, marveling at how much clutter is gone, thinking it's all over.



But it's not.



Your desk is like a Roman coliseum where you do battle with your work – to maximise your chance of victory only fight one opponent at a time.  If you have stray papers around your desk, you're trying to fight many battles at once.  There should only be one piece of paper out at a time; file the rest.



Here are the rules for smart paper filing:



Be liberal with folders.  Use lots and lots of manila folders.  Don't try to save trees by stuffing unrelated papers together.  You won't save a tree in a lifetimes worth of work and you'll waste many hours of your time with inefficient filing.  When in doubt, use more folders.



Use a label maker.  Everyone thinks that they don't need a label maker but I have yet to meet a client who has tried it and not loved it.  The label maker gives you that I'm-an-organized-person feeling while making your filing cabinet look professional and encouraging you to respect it more.



Use a simple naming scheme.  When making a label for a folder take just two things into consideration:



	
What's the first thing that came into your mind?



	
What will future-you think of when looking for this document?






Sort A-Z.  Don't try and use different filing cabinets as a sorting mechanism.  If you do, you'll end up over-complicating the system and forcing yourself to look in more places than necessary.



When you use the rules mentioned above to come up with a label that is obvious to you, just sort that file in with all the others alphabetically.



Don't let the cabinet fill up.  David Allen has a rule that should be emblazoned above every filing cabinet in the world: ''Don't let your filing cabinet get more than 3/4th full".



Once a filing cabinet starts getting more full than that, you'll resist using it.  Either get a new filing cabinet, or take an afternoon to go through everything and scan as much as is possible.










Day 8: Never Lose Another Computer File 
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Now that your physical files are organized, it's time to tackle your digital files.  Computer files fall into two categories: projects and reference.



Projects are the things you're currently working on.  These are files you make changes to and the materials you need to make those changes.



Reference is files that you may need to look at, but you don't need to modify.  For example, manuals, program documentation, downloaded websites and completed projects.



The simplest way to file your digital documents is to make two folders to separate these two categories.  These folders, 'projects' and 'reference' will hold everything you work with.  Within those mega folders, stick to the same basic A-Z filing system you use in your physical filing cabinet.
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For example, the articles I write for this blog go in a folder called 'Productive Porcupine' inside the projects folder.  The PDF instruction manual I got with my camera goes in a folder called 'Nikon' in my reference folder.



When you complete a project, move the folder containing it from projects into reference.  This way the projects folder always stays clean with stuff that you're currently working on.



While it's great that digital documents take up no space, this also means it's easy to become a digital pack rat.  I don't delete anything.  As a result my personal file collection is almost 500,000 items.  Even with the best-kept filing system, it can still be difficult to find exactly what you're looking for among half a million files.



Luckily, the computer can help.  Apple has a search function called spotlight that will scan through everything on your machine.  If the scanner can do OCR, spotlight will also be able to search inside all your scanned documents.
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Windows doesn't have the in-built features that Apple does, but luckily Google fills that gap with their free Google desktop search.



While I still sort my files using the projects and reference folders method, because of spotlight, I rarely have to look inside the folders themselves.  I just open up spotlight, type what I'm looking for and get to work.










Day 9: The Rule of Two 
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We've all discovered that there is no more toilet paper at an inopportune moment, or printed an urgent document just as you finish the ink.  Running out of things is a pain.  



But, there is a simple trick to avoid having those kinds of problems: always keep two of the item you need.  Not very helpful, is it?  But the trick is to keep the spare with the original so you always see them together.  Now change your mindset: two is the new full, one is the new empty.



For example, in my bathroom are two identical bottles of my aftershave: one that I'm currently using, and the back up.  When I open the second bottle of aftershave after finishing the first, that is the time to put buy aftershave on my 'errands' list.  The same goes with all the other household items.



Get into the habit of seeing two things as 'full' – when there is just one thing, you are running on 'empty' and need to get another one.  If you get into the habit of buying the required item when there is only one left, you'll never run out of supplies again.










Day 10: Use a Digital Calendar 
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If you're still using a paper calendar in the second decade of the new millennium, you really need to reconsider.  



Normally, I'm not a tool Nazi.  I think people should use whatever works best for them, but calendars are the exception.  Digital calendars accomplish what paper never can.



Take, for example, recurring events: lets say that at your office there's an all-hands meeting at the end and the middle of each financial year, a division meeting the first Monday of every month and a team meeting every Wednesday.  Using a paper calendar to keep track of these events is impractical, time consuming and error prone.



Consider what happens when the team leader changes those meetings from Wednesdays to Tuesdays.  Are you going to go through the whole year and change the day each week?  Don't make any mistakes, and hope that the team leader doesn't change it again.



Computers were built for systematic, repeating work: take advantage of them.  Instead of writing team meeting 52 times, get the computer calendar to do it for you.



Once you start using recurring events on a digital calendar, you'll love them.  Their uses include, but are not limited to: reminders of holidays, health checkups, anniversaries and birthdays.  It's not that you can't remember your own wedding anniversary or your siblings' birthdays, it's that you shouldn't have to.



Keep your calendar as clean as possible and limit it to the following things:



	
Appointments



	
Meetings



	
Deadlines



	
Actions that must occur on a given day



	
Personal time



	
Recurring events



	
Notes to your future self






Deadlines are best kept track of in the spot for all-day events, as are notes to your future self.



Which calendar to use?  If you have an Apple, try iCal (what I use).  If you're on Microsoft Windows, you can download the free Sunbird calendar.  If you need to switch computers frequently, try Google Calendar.










Day 11: Empty Your Brain 
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Remember those index cards you picked up on the office supply run?  Today is the day to use them.  Find a block of time on your calendar and put everything away at your newly-organized desk: It's time to empty your brain.



What's on your mind.  What projects are you working on?  What responsibilities do you have?  When something comes into your mind, write it on an index card.  (One thought per card)  Normally, the things that cause you stress are the first to come to mind.  Lose weight might be one, or perhaps pay late bills is what's nagging at you.  Write each one on an index card.  After the most stressful things get out of your head, the more mundane items like budget, inventory requests, anniversary trip, or fix sink will come to you.



One at a time, write each thought on a separate index card and put it in a pile.  Get every single thing you've been trying to keep track of in your head, for all of your life, out.  All of it.  When you run out of thoughts, look at the following list to see if you can trigger any other things that might be hiding in your mind.



	
Things to fix



	
Things to buy or rent



	
Goals and dreams



	
Responsibilities to your family



	
Responsibilities to your job



	
Bills to pay



	
Debts owed



	
Places to visit



	
Big life decisions



	
People to contact



	
Reports to write







When you're done, there should be nothing on your mind that isn't represented by one of the index cards.  An (very short) example pile of index cards might look something like this:



	
Electricity bill



	
Meeting presentation



	
Wedding thank-you notes



	
DVD drive on computer broken



	
Overdue library books



	
Richard and tickets



	
Student loan



	
Quarterly report for boss



	
Weight loss



	
Meeting with team



	
Emails



	
Go back to school






It may be a small pile, it may be a large pile, but the important thing is it's all there.



If you've been able to get everything out of your head, you will feel more relaxed.  Defining how much work you have and what problems you face helps relieve stress.  When you feel absolutely drained, put the cards away.  We'll deal with them tomorrow.  But keep that pocket notebook on you all day.  If anything else comes into your mind about your life (and it will) jot it down in the notebook.



Tomorrow, we organize everything in your life.










Day 12: Make Lists 
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Yesterday you dumped your brain onto a bunch of index cards and you also have a pocket notebook busting at the seams with thoughts and ideas and responsibilities.  Now what do you do with all this?



You're going to make lists.  



You might prefer a paper system for your lists or you might want to go digital.  It doesn't matter, just so long as you know it's a system you'll always have access to.  These are the lists that will run your life, so keep them close.



To show you how to make these lists, I'm going to use the piles of index cards from yesterday:



	
Electricity bill



	
Meeting presentation



	
Wedding thank-you notes



	
DVD drive on computer broken



	
Overdue library books



	
Richard and tickets



	
Student loan



	
Quarterly report for boss



	
Weight loss



	
Meeting with team



	
Emails



	
Go back to school






Grab the first card on the top of your own pile of index cards.  I'll use the DVD drive on computer broken as the first example.



The first thing you need to do is define the item more precisely.  What is it that you want to do about the problem?  It may seem obvious, but it isn't.  Do you want to fix that DVD drive or does the broken drive not matter?  Perhaps the computer is too old and needs replacing, not just the drive.  You need to make a decision and make that decision clear.



The best way to force yourself to make a clear decision is to state what will be different once you take care of the DVD drive.  Write it down in the past tense, as though it has already happened.  DVD drive on computer fixed is a clear and exact, past-tense statement about what the outcome is.  So is New computer purchased to replace broken old one.



It may seem like a trivial semantic game to write projects in the past tense, but it is of paramount importance.  If you fail to define exactly what you want, you'll never get it.  Writing in the past tense is an easy way to get a clear idea of your goal.



Assuming DVD drive on computer fixed is what you want to accomplish, where do you put this information?  Anything that will take more than one step to complete will go on a 'projects' list:







	PROJECTS



	DVD drive on computer fixed









The project list is David Allen's gift to the world.  It is a place where you keep track of all your multi-step projects, no matter how big or small.  Looking at the projects list should be like looking at an overview of your life. 



To decide what needs to be done about fixing that DVD drive, think of what you have to do to move that project forward.  You need to get the computer to the repair shop, but before you can do that, you need to call them to see if they can take it.  At this point, most people would write call computer shop on their list.  That is exactly the wrong thing to do.



Here's the problem: if I handed you a phone, right now, could you call the shop?  Probably not.  Most people don't have the phone number of a computer shop memorized or stored in their phone.  Secondly, do you even know which shop you want to call?



The very next thing that you have to do is search for a computer shop, then get their phone number.  What's the best place to do this?  On the Internet of course, so make your next list:









	ON THE INTERNET



	Google for local computer shop and phone #








All of your lists, aside from the project list, should be where you need to be to get something done.  This way, you can easily see what you can get done at any time, without having to look at all your tasks at once.



Google for local computer shop and phone # is a can-do item – something that you can do, immediately, once you are in the given location.  Connected to the Internet?  Then you can google for that computer shop.



The rules for making can-do items are as follows:



	
Can-do items must be doable without requiring any earlier steps.



	
Can-do items must be independent of each other.






You can't put a can-do item on your 'computer' list if before you can do it you need something on your 'errands' list to occur.



With both the project defined and the first can-do item decided, you can rip up the card with DVD drive on computer broken on it.



''But wait," you cry.  ''There are so many more steps, what about them?  What about dropping off the computer, paying the store, and picking it back up again?"  Forget those steps!  Don't write them down.  They are the can't-do items that try and sneak onto your lists.  You must fight can't-do items.



Can't-do items will clutter up lists and make them gradually more useless.  Can't-do's need something else to happen before they can be done.  Or worse yet, they are unclear items – thoughts that you haven't really thought through.



If you wanted to make another list, for example, 'errands' and you want to put on in drop off computer, could you do that the next time you were out?  It wouldn't be possible until you've found a computer shop and made an appointment.  You can't do it until the earlier steps are completed.



The point of lists is to eliminate as much thinking as possible.  Your lists must only include your can-do items.  This way you can easily see all of the useful things you can do at a glance.  It clutters your list and your thoughts to see a bunch of can't-do items you are helpless to make progress on.



Lets run through a few more examples from our index card pile, starting with wedding thank-you's.  The steps to follow are:




	
Define what you want to happen.



	
If it's more than one step, write the outcome in the past-tense on the 'projects' list.



	
Write down the can-do's on the appropriate lists.






With wedding thank-you's what do you want to be different in the world?  You want wedding thank-you's sent to guests.  That is a clear, past-tense statement of what you want to accomplish, so add that to your project list.







	PROJECTS



	DVD drive on computer fixed

	Wedding thank-you's sent to guests








Now think of the next steps that you can do to move the wedding-card project forward.  First, if you don't have any thank-you cards available, you need to get some.  That's best done while out and running errands, so it would go on an 'errands' list







	ERRANDS



	Buy 200 thank-you cards








If you remember the number of thank-you cards, it's best to include it on your list.  You also need something else: the guest list.  You don't have it but your spouse does.  Whenever you ask someone for something, make it easy for them to help you.  Your spouse has the guest list on their computer, so you should send them an email.  This way they have the list handy when they get your message.







	ON THE INTERNET



	Google for local computer shop and phone #

	Email spouce for copy of guest list








The last thing that you can do to move the wedding thank-you project forward is write a draft of the thank-you message.  That's done on the computer, so we need one more list to hold this next can-do item:







	ON COMPUTER



	Write draft of wedding thank-you's








You've now taken care of the wedding thank-you index card, so rip it up and move on.



The most vague item in the worry pile is Richard and Tickets.  So again, the first thing you must do is define precisely what you want.  What you really want is to know if the game that the two of you bought tickets for starts at 6:30 or 7:00.  So, if you were to write this on the 'project' list, you'd put Richard called about start time of Friday's game.



Assuming Richard is a friend of yours, and his number is already in your phone, then you don't need to make this into a project.  If it's one step, then all you need do is add it to a 'phone' list.







	ON THE PHONE



	Call Richard re: start time of game







No need to add it to the project list if it is a one-step job.



The final example will be weight loss – a common New Year's resolution.  The first thing you need to do is to clearly define exactly what you want.  Take a look at your waist line and make a decision about how much needs to go.  Write down a specific and clear description about what should be different when you've achieved this goal.  A good project item would look like this:







	PROJECTS



	DVD drive on computer fixed

	Wedding thank-you's sent to guests

	Ten pounds lost








With a big project like that, a little research can save a lot of effort, so the best can-do item you could put down would go on the 'Internet' list:







	ON THE INTERNET



	Google for local computer shop and phone #

	Email spouce for copy of guest list

	Research weight loss plans








Now that you've seen how to handle these examples, you can grind through the rest of your index cards and notebook items on your own.










Day 13: Keep a 'Future Me' list 





[image: ./30-days-to-a-more-organized-life-images/keep-a-future-me-list-2.jpg]



Yesterday, while processing your index cards and turning them into projects and can-do items you may have come across a problem: what about things you can't act on immediately?



Perhaps you have goals such as writing a book or learning a foreign language.  Big projects that you want to undertake, but can't do so right now.  These items can go on a separate, 'future me' list.  This is a list of all the things that you'd like to do (or might like to do) at some point in the future.



Unlike the others, the 'future me' list isn't a list you need to act on.  It's something that you review occasionally to see if there are new projects you want to pick up.



But, like the other lists, it exists to get everything out of your brain.  By not just writing down the stuff you need to do but also the stuff that you might need to do, you free your brain from trying to keep track of that stuff.  The less you store in your brain, the better.



You may want to consider keeping the 'future me' list in digital format.  Unlike the other lists, this one will be infrequently accessed, so you don't necessarily need to go to the trouble of keeping it around in physical form.  Just make sure to back it up.










Day 14: Never Shop for Groceries 
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Want to save a half-day of your life every week and get into fewer fights with your partner?



STOP grocery shopping.



According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average American married couple spends two and a half hours a week grocery shopping.  That's not including transport time getting to the supermarket and back.



You need to eat, but you don't need to do the shopping yourself: it's time to get your groceries delivered.  



I know what you're thinking.  I didn't like the idea of someone else picking out my fruits and veggies, either.  But, from the first day Sainsbury's delivered groceries to the door of my flat, I was sold.  The veggies were fine and I vowed never again to set foot in the store if I didn't absolutely have to.



The convenience of home grocery delivery cannot be overstated.  By doing your grocery shopping online you'll never forget an item.  You can set a standard weekly or bi-weekly delivery and, if you think of something else you want, it only takes a second to add it to your list.



Go sign up with a grocery delivery company such as Safeway, Netgrocer or Amazon and get back two and a half hours a week for the projects that are important to you.










Day 15: Effortlessly Track Your Finances 
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You know how it goes, you start by missing one month of balancing your checkbook.  Then you miss the next month.  And the next.  Before you know it, it's tax time and you're trying to make up in a weekend what you should have been doing all year.



Today I'll show you how, in ten minutes, that problem can go away with Mint.



Mint automatically tracks, categorizes and graphs all of your income and expenses.  No one I know who has tried it will ever go back to managing their finances the old way.



Too lazy to make a budget?  Tell Mint how much you want to spend in a particular category, such as eating out or entertainment and the instant you go over your limit Mint will send you a text message to let you know.



You can even get a comparison of how your spending compares to the average person.



Not to mention, Mint is beautiful looking:



[image: ./30-days-to-a-more-organized-life-images/effortlessly-track-your-finances-2.png]
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All you need to do is give Mint your banking passwords.



Did I hear a small intake of breath?



Yes, this is a trust issue.  Putting in your bank account details, including your security questions, is bound to make even the most trusting of people hesitate.  All I can do is point you to the security details at their site.  They use the same kind of security that your physical bank does, guards and all.



If after reading that you're still uncertain about Mint you can read the experiences of Gina Trapani, the superwoman behind Lifehacker and also why April Dykman, a Get Rich Slowly staff writer, use Mint.



If your ready, take the plunge: go to Mint, enter your details and your finances are instantly and automatically organized forever.  It's that simple.










Day 16: Use an Inbox 
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One of the simplest, yet most effective, tools in your organizational arsenal is the humble inbox.



The inbox, much like your pocket notebook is a way of capturing ideas or work without having to deal with it straight away.  Any mail or other pieces of paper that come your way should be put into the inbox as soon as possible.



Schedule an appointment on your calendar for at least once a week to sit down and clear out your inbox.  Handle each piece of paper individually and scan it, shred it, or file it as necessary.  If it represents more work than you can complete in a few minutes, keep track of it on your to-do lists.



At the end of your appointment, there should be nothing left in the inbox.  Your inbox is not part of your filing cabinet nor is it a place to store things.  The inbox is a way to empty your mind and stop worrying so you can get things done.










Day 17: Scan Your Family Photographs 
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''If your home was burning down and you could only save one thing, what would it be?"



While more and more people would answer 'my computer' to this old nugget of a conversation starter, for most of recent history the standard answer has been 'the family photo albums'.



While all newly created photographs are digital, many homes still have boxes and boxes of older family photos.  If that's you or your family, keep reading.



If you like having physical photographs around, that's fine.  While scanning everything is the best way to turn piles of paper into free space, physical photographs do have a powerful nostalgia around them.  So, keep them if you like.



Nevertheless, you should still scan the family photographs as soon as possible.



Why?  Because real photos degrade.  Every day your photographs are ever-so-slightly more faint.  Over the years, they can be come difficult to see or will completely disappear.  Digitizing them preserves your family's memories in their best state.



Also, once the photos are scanned, they'll get backed up with the rest of your computer files.  No more worrying about the albums when the house burns down.



Lastly, the computer can help you organize those photos.  Trying to find pictures of Uncle Bob to embarrass him at his next birthday party?  Facial-recognition technology will do it – just tell the computer what Bob looks like and it will sort through tens of thousands of photos in seconds to find him.  Try doing that with real photos.  Expect in a year or two to be able to identify locations in the same way.



So, you're convinced about scanning photos.  How to go about it?  If you're going to scan the photos yourself, you must get a feeder scanner like the ScanSnap.  Don't kid yourself about using a flatbed scanner, they are a pain to use, difficult to keep clean, and slow.  Oh so very, very slow.



If you don't want to scan the photos yourself, there are a number of companies that will scan your photographs for you.  If you search around, you can even find companies with large scanners that will scan in whole pages of books to preserve the look and work of those old photo albums.



Now go and get your photographs scanned before they fade away.










Day 18: Get Control of Your Email 
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As with your physical inbox, your email inbox is not a place to store things.  Your email inbox is only for messages you have not yet read.  Leaving 500 or more messages in your email inbox is the same as leaving 500 sheets of paper scattered on your desk.  What's in there? you think, and then decide you'd rather not know.



Stop thinking of email as a storage system and start thinking of it as an information delivery system.  Follow these guidelines for each email you receive:







Extract Useful Information 





Read the email, but do so with an eye for what information is useful to you.  Has someone scheduled a meeting with your team?  Don't leave that info in the email, write it on your calendar immediately.  Have the requirements for a project changed?  Make a note of it in your project files or on your to-do lists.









Reply 





If the email requires less than a thirty second response, do so immediately.  Clear that email and keep things moving forward.  If the email is going to require more than a 30-second response, put it in a folder called 'To Reply To'.  You need to empty that folder in whatever way works best for your time frame.









Archive 





If there isn't anything to extract from the email message, archive it.  Don't leave useless or non-actionable emails lying around in your inbox.



The amount of storage space that email takes up is a tiny, tiny fraction of your hard drive, so why not became a digital pack rat and archive it all?  As of today, I have 45,704 emails in my archive dating back six years.  It's not worth the effort to delete email, and the potential benefits of keeping it are enormous.









Email Filing 





When you archive your messages, don't bother filing them.  It isn't worth the effort.  Modern computers are so good at searching that you can trust them to find what you're looking for.  The only folders you need in your email application are 'to reply to' and 'archive'.









Schedule Your Email Checking 





Leaving your email program open all day is just begging to get nothing done. Don't let your email just happen to you.  Instead, dedicate a particular time of the day for checking email.  Particularly avoiding checking your email first thing in the morning.  While it seems like the natural thing to do, it will often lead you down an endless path of distraction.









Bing! 





Even if you follow none of the above advice, there are two things you can do right now to improve your relationship with email.  Turn off the 'bing!' sound that notifies you of a new email and turn off the 'check for new email every 1 minute' option.



In an eight-hour workday there are 480 minutes.  That's 480 times that 'bing!' notifier has the potential to interrupt you.  480 times!  By leaving auto-check on, you implicitly set up your day as though every email sent to you requires an instant response.



Email feels like it needs an instant response because you have that 'bing!'.  Think over your past week's email and ask yourself how many of those messages really required a response in less than 60 seconds.












Day 19: Hold a Weekly Review 
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At this point, you've been using your notebook for almost three weeks.  And it's been a week since you've done a brain dump and wrote all those lists.  It's been going well, but things might just be starting to fray at the edges.  Perhaps those lists aren't quite as up-to-date as the first day you made them.



Don't worry: getting organized is supposed to work like that.



Being an organized person doesn't mean that you must be perfect all the time.  Perfect is bad, you need to let a little productive mess into your life.  But, to be an organized person, you need to learn how to keep that natural, creeping disorder under control. 



This is what the weekly review is for.



The idea of a weekly review comes from David Allen's excellent book Getting Things Done.  Every week, you need to review your lists and re-empty your mind.  It's not possible, or even desirable to stay perfectly up-to-date and organized at all times: once a week it's necessary to hold the world at bay for a while and straighten everything out.



The first and most important thing about the weekly review is that it is an unbreakable date with yourself – it takes priority over all things.  If you don't dedicate time for the weekly review, you will procrastinate or deal with seemingly more urgent work.  Write weekly review on your calendar and get your butt in the chair when the time comes and follow these steps:







1) Process Everything in Your Inboxes 





Go through and empty the places that collect messages, notes, and information for you.  These can include your personal notebook, mobile phone text messages, computer desktop, physical inbox or email.  Review each the items in these inboxes one at a time and for each one turn them into projects and to-do's as necessary.









2) Review Your To-do Lists 





Look over your to-do lists.  If there are any items on them that you've already completed, cross them off now.  Add any necessary items to the list if they come into your mind.









3) Review Your Projects List 





Take a look at your projects list.   This is the best place to get an overview of how many things you are committed to in your life.  Look at each project in turn, and ask yourself what can I do to move this project forward?  Phrase your thoughts as to-do items, and add them to the appropriate to-do lists.









4) Empty Your Brain 





Take a moment to just sit and wait for anything that isn't on your lists to pop into your mind.  You'll be surprised how often something was lingering just below your consciousness, waiting for a clear moment to make an appearance.  Turn that thought into a project or potential project to keep your mind clear and friction free.









5) Review Your Calendar 





Check your calendar to review upcoming meetings and deadlines.












Day 20: You Really Need to Hire a Maid 
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I don't know why, but when getting a maid is suggested, people tend to scoff at the idea, Americans, in particular.  Perhaps it's because of vestigial issues surrounding the social class and money that having a maid used to represent.  If those are your reasons, forget them: you don't need to be the Vanderbilts to have a maid.



As an example: in our London flat, my wife and I hired a maid for £56 ($87) a month.  She came in biweekly and cleaned everything for three hours – an hourly rate of about £9 ($14).



That £56 was the most cost effective money in our budget.



If you want to easily stay organized and get some time back in your week you can do so immediately by hiring a maid.  If you're pressed for time, you're crazy not to give up your weekends of cleaning and do this.



Now, I understand that there are many in the audience who don't like other people arranging their things.  Even still, a maid can be helpful: get a maid who will do just the basic work (dusting and vacuuming) and leave the rest of the details to yourself.



And, if you are still unsold, consider this: how much is it worth to you to never again fight with your partner over cleaning the toilet?










Day 21: Clean out Your Wallet or Purse 
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It is a law of nature that the amount of stuff in your wallet or purse slowly grows over time no matter what you do.  Reverse that trend today by cleaning it out.



Start by removing everything from your wallet.  You'll be stunned to discover how light and slim your empty wallet is.  Try to keep it as close to that pristine state as possible by limiting how much stuff you put back in.



Start with the bank cards: make sure you actually use all of them.  Did that card for your savings account you never use sneak into your wallet?  Run it through the shredder.  Only keep the bank cards you absolutely need.



Re-evaluate how many of the customer loyalty cards you've used in the last six months.   If your loyalty cards have a bar code use a site like KeyRingThing.com to consolidate them onto a single card.



Put any scraps of paper into your physical inbox.  Process those notes, tickets and receipts during your weekly review and find the right home for the information they contain.










Day 22: Make Checklists 
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If there is any task that you perform over and over – no matter how simple – you can benefit by making a checklist for it.



Think you're too good for a checklist?  Think you can remember everything?  Then consider this article showing how doctors often neglect to follow simple steps in basic procedures.  A single hospital added a checklist to the doctors' routine and it prevented eight deaths, and saved two million dollars in costs during the trial.



But, doctors aren't the only ones.  Professional airline pilots fly hundreds of times in a career.  No matter how often they've done it, they still use a checklist to get that plane off the ground.



If doctors and pilots use checklists, so should you.



Think about the tasks or jobs you do repeatedly – any of these are good candidates for checklists.



Some of my own checklists include: performing my weekly review, setting up meetings with time management clients, putting up blog posts, monthly finance meetings with my wife, spring cleaning, and packing for trips.



When you make your checklists, keep them as files on your computer.  Then, when the action comes up, you can print out the checklist and get the satisfaction of crossing off the steps one-by-one.










Day 23: Attack Your Wires 
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It's been eighteen days since you set up your desk and by now you've had a chance to fiddle with the placement of your electronic devices to see where they work best for you.  Now it's time to attack those wires with the following steps:







Go Wireless Where You Can 





The best solution for getting rid of wires is to go wireless if you can.  Aim for a wireless mouse, keyboard, printer and Internet connection if practical.  However, some devices will always require wires and, until Tesla's dream of wireless power transmission comes true, those power cords aren't going anywhere.









Minimize The Rest 





Just because you bought a big desk doesn't mean you need to fill it up.  Cable modems, routers, power strips, battery backup, etc shouldn't eat up desk real estate.  Get them under or behind the desk.



If you're really, really pressed for space, you could attach those peripherals to the underside of your desk using a peg board as described on decluttered.com:
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Capture Dangling Wires 





Keep-a-cable is useful for holding spare USB wires for connecting iPods, cameras and phones to your computer without letting them falling off your desk when not in use.  A cheaper alternative is to use bulldog clips for the same purpose in the way this clever Flickr user has:
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Just loop the head of the wire through the bulldog clip's arm, then attach it to the back of your desk.  Not the prettiest solution, but it gets the job done.









Strap And Bind The Rest 





Stay away from using plastic cable ties for bundling the wires together.  While they do hold it satisfyingly tight, they are a real pain to undo if you ever need to change your setup.  Velcro cable ties are a less frustrating and more elegant solution.



If your keyboard uses a USB connection, as unfortunately most ergonomic ones do, the simplest way to hide the wire is to run it under your desk, rather than over it.  This works best if you have a keyboard tray for your workstation.



If your desk doesn't conceal the wires – like a glass, transparent desk – consider using a split wire loom to bundle the miscellaneous wires together for a smoother look, as in this office from tehdik:
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Add Labels 





Remember the label maker you got?  A great trick is to use it to put labels on the wires at each end so you know what's connected to what.  Who hasn't looked at a power strip and wondered which of the wires are vital and which can be unplugged at some point?












Day 24: People are Lists Too 
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On day 14 of 30 Days to a More Organized Life you learned how making lists can help you stay organized.  By now you have probably made a number of lists but, there is one category you may not have considered: people.  People are lists too.



Just as you have an 'errands' list to check when you're out of the house, it's good to have lists for people in your life who you interact with frequently.  People such as your family members, good friends and spouse are all candidates for lists of their own.



As an example, when I work with time management clients who are planning a wedding, making a list for their soon-to-be spouse is a vital part of the process.  In any medium-to-large wedding, there are an enormous number of things that need the input of both the bride and groom.  If each partner keeps a list of things to discuss with the other, it makes the whole process much smoother.



In the workforce, having a list dedicated to your boss or coworkers helps you look more professional.  To walk into someones office with a list of questions for them, and check each off as you're speaking, is the height of respect for the other person's time.  (This looks particularly good if used in conjunction with a clipboard).



Lastly, for personal relationships it's a good idea to keep a private list about the other person.  For example, if my wife mentions a item that she likes, the chance that I'll remember her off-the-cuff remark when her birthday comes is close to zero.  But, with my pocket notebook, I can discretely jot down the idea when she's not looking.  Then, during the next weekly review, I'll move that information into my 'wife gifts' list.



Start making lists that relate to people, and watch not only your organization improve but also your relationships.










Day 25: Home Walkthrough 
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It's too easy to become blind to your living environment – you spend so much time in it that after a while, you don't really see it any more.  If asked, you'd probably admit that there are many things in your home that you'd like to fix, update or replace, but you'd have a hard time bringing them to mind immediately.



Enter the home walkthrough.



Take your pocket notebook and step outside your home.  Pause for a moment: the goal is to see your home with new eyes.  When you re-enter, try to see the place as someone who has never been there before would see it.



Walk through your home, room by room, and ask yourself what is it about your physical environment that you'd like to change?  What minor problems have been bothering you and you'd like to get fixed?  Leaky sink?  Squeaky door handle?  Inconveniently placed items?  Decorations you no longer like?  Write them all down.



When it comes time to do your weekly review transfer those notes into projects and to-do items.  If there is something that you don't want to start now, put it on your 'future me' list.  Then, as time goes on, you can work your way through these task and slowly improve your living space.  You might also want to consider scheduling the home walkthrough on your calendar as an annual or bi-annual event.











Day 26: Boxes for Batching 
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A key to getting more work done is batch processing – grouping similar tasks together and doing them all at once.  Just as having lists for 'errands' or 'home' makes it easier to do those tasks in groups, you can achieve the same thing for the physical objects in your life using boxes.



What kind of object can benefit from batch processing?  Take a look at this photograph from The Red Chair Blog:
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During your home walkthrough yesterday, you may have come across a number of things that you thought could be donated to the local charity shop.  Did you do anything about that?  Probably not.  Why?  Because going down to the shop with your single, old sweater seems like a waste of time.  Which it is!  



Instead, if you have a dedicated 'donate' box in your home, you can throw the sweater in there.  Then, when the box is full, it's a much better use of your time to go to the charity shop.  If you set up a box for things to donate, you don't always have to think: 'gee, I want to donate that article of clothing' every time you open your closet.  These items no longer drag on your mind because you've put them where they belong.



The same goes for gifts, things to fix, or any other things in your home that require some action.  Make a box for them so they have a place to live.



This trick also works well on the job.  If you constantly pass papers back-and-forth to another co-worker, make a folder or box for that person.  This way you don't interrupt yourself (and them) every time a piece of paper for them comes up. 










Day 27: Purge Your Possessions 
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You know who's really organized?  Monks.  Why?  Because they have nothing to organize.



The fastest way to a perfectly organized life is to have nothing at all.  You don't need to be that extreme, but you can learn from the idea: the less stuff you have, the less difficulty you'll have keeping it organized.



Stuff, by it's very existence, causes you work.  You have to buy it, store it, organize it, clean it, move it, update it and worry about it.  The less things you have, the less off all that you need to do.  



Today's task is to pick a room in your home and purge, purge, purge!



Here are some suggestions to get you started:







The Kitchen 





It's too easy to accumulate many, many things in the kitchen that you don't use.  Think back over the last year of your cooking life.  How many of those pots and pans have you never used?



Yes, you like to think that you might use them one day, but if you haven't used them during the preceding year's Holidays you probably won't use them next year.









The Closet 





Clothes are terrifying in their ability to accumulate.  I'm a pretty spartan guy and I didn't think I had many clothes, but when I did my most recent big purge I discovered I had thirty one pairs of trousers and jeans.  Thirty one!  If I regularly wore more than seven of them, I'd be surprised.  



Bring out your 'donate box' from yesterday (you may need several) and go through everything in your closet to get rid of as much as you can.









The Attic or Garage 





What lies in wait here?  In American houses, usually lots of big, brown boxes that haven't been opened in years.  Guess what?  If you haven't opened that box in years, you don't need whatever is inside.



If you find something that is sentimental to you, what you really want to keep is the memory, not the item itself.  Photographing the object keeps the memory without the thing.









The Bathroom 





Do you have lots of stacks of old reading materials?  Ditch them.  What about half-empty bottles of soap and shampoo?  Look in your medicine cabinet and under the sink.  How much of that stuff do you need or even want?  Purge, purge, purge.












Day 28: Keep a Call Log 





[image: ./30-days-to-a-more-organized-life-images/keep-a-call-log-1.jpg]



How many times have you spoken to a friend on the phone and promised to do something for them (like get the title of a book or movie) only to forget after the call is over?  Too many times.



Keeping a simple call log can save you time, money and frustration while improving other peoples' image of you as an organized person.  Here's how:



Never start or receive a phone call without getting out your pocket notebook and pen.  This is about reducing resistance – you want that notebook at the ready to capture information.  If it's in your back pocket, you'll think, 'oh, I'll take it out later' and you won't.  Your mind is not a storage box, keep it empty.  Write down those small favors for your friends and family immediately while on the phone.  You will be amazed how impressed people are when you get back to them on things they casually mentioned.  (Remember, people are lists too.)



The call log is also an invaluable tool when you're on the phone with a company.   How often has a company promised to refund a disputed charge, only to never actually do it?  It's not because they forgot, it's because it's part of their business plan.  Companies know that their customers forget to check on promised refunds.  It's intentional when they don't refund you because your forgetfulness is their revenue stream.



If the company you're talking to offers you a discount or refund, write down who you spoke with, the discount amount, and the date.  If and when you have to call back, start your conversation with ''Hi, I spoke to Linda Griffin on February 2nd and she promised me a discount of 10% on this month's bill".  Companies don't normally mess with customers who are organized and keep track of things.  Without fail, every time I've called a company and mentioned specific people and dates there is no argument, only an apology and a quick follow through.



As with everything else in your pocket notebook be sure to capture any notes from your calls during your weekly review and add them to any necessary to-do lists.










Day 29: Have a Nighttime Shutdown Routine 
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It's the end of the day: tired from work and dinner and the kids your brain is not functioning at its most optimal.  Under these conditions it's too easy to make poor decisions about what to do (or not do) with the rest of the night.  It's time for a special checklist to come the rescue: the shutdown routine checklist.



Having a shutdown routine is a great way to bring closure to your day and to help the following morning go more smoothly.  In addition, studies have shown that establishing a nighttime routine can help you get to sleep faster.  



While your particular nighttime checklist will be individual to you, here are some general items you might want to consider adding:



	
Writing in a journal.



	
Backing up the day's work.



	
Setting out clothes for the next morning.



	
Preparing or packing meals for the next day.



	
Getting some offline time before bed.



	
Reading to your children.



	
Setting the morning alarm.



	
Any night-time habits you may be trying to establish, such as flossing.



	
Getting out other materials for the next day, work materials, etc.






After you've made your shutdown routine checklist, consider printing it out and putting it in a prominent location where you won't miss it, like on your bathroom mirror.  If you want to go for bonus points, schedule an alert on your phone or digital calendar to pop up and remind you at a certain time at to start winding down your day and follow your shutdown routine checklist.










Day 30: Give Yourself Permission to Start Over 
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The advice for the last day in the 30 Days to a More Organized Life series is the most important: you must give yourself permission to start over.



Living a more organized life is a worthwhile goal.  But, like any worthwhile goal, it is not easy to achieve.  Becoming a more organized person is like becoming a healthier person.  You can't exercise and change your diet for 30 days and expect to be healthy for the rest of your life.  Being more organized is the process of a lifetime.



You will fail, repeatedly, at becoming a more organized person when you first start out AND THAT'S OK.



The important thing is this: keep re-evaluating your life.  Step aside from daily busyness at times and ask yourself what works in your organization life and what doesn't.  For the things that are not working, how can you fix them?  For the things that are working, how can you make them even better?



If you get discouraged, don't worry.  Remind yourself that you're only human, take a deep breath, and start over at day one.









Further Help 





If you would like more help then you may be interested in personal coaching.



In-person and over-the-phone time management and organizational coaching services are available from C. G. P. Grey.  Please send an email to  TimeManagement@ProductivePorcupine.com or visit www.ProductivePorcupine.com/ for more details.
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