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INTRODUCTION

Early in my career as a professional organizer, I was hired by a vivacious and talented part-time artist whose home was among the messiest and most disorganized I had ever seen. We worked together one day a week to organize a space or set up an organizational system, but when I returned the next week, all would be undone. We would then have to waste valuable time re-addressing old problems before we could move on to new ones. I could not, for the life of me, understand why this intelligent and capable artist had a harder time than other clients maintaining the spaces and systems we had worked so hard to organize. Ironically, the answer ultimately came from within my own family.

I took up the study of organizational solutions for people with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD, out of necessity rather than design. My eldest daughter was diagnosed with ADHD when she was a fourth grader. Up until that time, I had comforted myself with a series of excuses to explain away her difficulty managing her schedule and possessions. I alternately told myself that she was an “absent-minded professor” type, or our parental expectations were alternately too lax or unreasonably high. But eventually it became clear that through no fault of ours or hers, my daughter struggled to complete both important and routine tasks.


A METHOD IS BORN

Not surprisingly, my jobs as a professional organizer and as the parent of an ADHD child soon began to overlap. Based on what I was learning about ADHD, I was able to use my expertise as a professional organizer to weigh, adopt, reject, or modify organizational systems that could help my daughter, and I was shocked to realize that many of the systems I had heretofore instituted to help her stay organized were instead sabotaging her ability to function. Furthermore, my newfound knowledge of ADHD revealed that many of my chronically disorganized clients—and sometimes a client’s chronically disorganized spouse or child—were exhibiting what I knew to be ADHD behaviors and symptoms. I also discovered that the organizing systems I was using at home to assist my daughter were far more effective in the homes of these clients than the standard values, methods, and “tricks of the trade” I had previously employed. Over time, I was able to develop a clear methodology that responded to the specific needs of someone with ADHD, and soon my client base drew heavily from that community.



Our society is not designed for people with ADHD. The “standard” organizational systems we use, for them are often unhelpful at best and actively detrimental at worst. Over the course of my life and career, I have found that by reexamining societal values surrounding organization and identifying those that are counterproductive we can tailor an organizational system that supports people with ADHD instead of frustrating and hindering them. By using a new lens to adjust the very definition of organization, we can modify organizational systems appropriately for an ADHD person. These methods can help those with ADHD organize their actual life and home, not the life or home society expects them to inhabit.

This book is geared toward anyone whose life and home are affected by ADHD, which includes both those with ADHD and their family members whose help and systems are not always, well, helping. It addresses those ADHD symptoms that stand in the way of organizing—impulsivity, distractibility, perfectionism, memory lapses, and procrastination—but it also calls on the common strengths of those with ADHD—enthusiasm, intelligence, ingenuity, and creativity—to aid in the search for a more organized life.

A word of warning though: these methods are not typical. They reject many worthy values while encouraging a slap-dash, get-it-done style that might feel very alien. But while our “‘even better’ is the enemy of ‘good enough’” mantra may seem shocking; it gets the job done. Or as one witty reader put it, “If something is worth doing, it’s worth doing badly, because at least it is done!”


A NOTE ABOUT THIS METHOD AND EDITION

The ADHD method of organizing relies on efficiency above all other values; because organizational systems that require spending a lot of time getting prepared for events that may not even occur (protecting against possible but unlikely misfortune, creating multiple back-ups) and generally making everything beautiful or perfect are disastrous for a population that has limited focus for maintenance tasks.



But I am going to tell you a secret: Since the original edition of this book came out—nay, even before it was published—I had started using these get-it-done fast and sufficiently (not painstakingly and perfectly) “ADHD-appropriate” methods with all my clients, whether they had ADHD or not, and with every family member, including me in my own home. It turns out that any home that struggles with organization, whether because of illness, lack of time, multiple children, working parents, tight space, excess clutter, or an overcommitted schedule (and what home doesn’t have at least one of these?) should rely on a system that gets things done efficiently, with the least amount of time and effort expended. And even those who are organized can benefit from further streamlining their systems. After all, how many people really want to spend their time doing chores? I don’t.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This volume is divided into two distinct sections: Part I, “Organizing for the Disorganized,” outlines my ADHD-friendly organizing methodology, so you can apply it to your home, your schedule, and your life. It discusses the precepts and myths of good organization, and the reasons why some organizational strategies may be suitable for one individual with ADHD, while others are disastrous. Part II, “Individual Projects,” is arranged by room or project and consists of common, real-life organizing problems faced by my ADHD clients and the solutions to those problems. These have been limited to mostly small-scale organizing tasks that won’t overwhelm. While this book can be read from start to finish, it can also be used as a quick reference guide. Once you have finished reading Part I, feel free to flip ahead and find an organizational project that suits your needs. With each project you complete, my hope is that you’ll have gained enough confidence in your organizing abilities to tackle yet another task until you’re well on your way to a happy, harmonious, and more organized life.
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PART I

ORGANIZING FOR THE DISORGANIZED



IN MY WORK WITH ADHD CLIENTS, I am often the third or fourth professional organizer to enter their home. Typically, my clients’ bookshelves are teeming with volumes about organization and their wallets are skinny from purchasing plastic tubs and drawer dividers, yet the house itself looks as though it has been transported to Oz via tornado. The visual chaos is often exacerbated by emotional turbulence. The client along with family members who do not have ADHD cannot understand why the organizational systems that everyone took such pains to research, pay for, and set up are not being followed. Family members may even assume that the person with ADHD is lazy or inconsiderate, everyone is frustrated, frustration leads to resentment, and tension follows.

Ironically, people with ADHD do not tend to be lazy—they are instead some of the most energetic people I know, capable of boundless enthusiasm and dizzying creativity. What they are is discouraged, because the organizational systems that are handed to them are either so unwieldy or so tedious that they are impossible for someone with ADHD to maintain.
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For someone with ADHD, any given task takes much more energy than it takes for others. To shower, get dressed, and get out the door in the morning can require the amount of care and concentration that other people expend over their entire day.






To set up a maintainable system for those with ADHD, we must first eliminate all those systems that are inefficient, unwieldy, and cumbersome and replace them with systems that are streamlined, fast, and convenient.






The best organizational system for someone with ADHD is the one that is most efficient, streamlined, most convenient, and the fastest/easiest to maintain, because it requires the fewest number of steps and materials married to the smallest amount of effort and labor.




One of the most difficult parts of any job—getting started—must be confronted and overcome multiple times for someone with ADHD to accomplish even the most banal of tasks. The attentionabled need to overcome inertia and motivate themselves only once to begin a task, while those who experience ADHD paralysis and executive dysfunction may have to motivate themselves four, five, or six times.

For instance, they may start for the shower, only to find themselves back in the bedroom because they were distracted while fetching a clean towel from the hall linen cupboard; they may again start for the shower, only to end up in the kitchen, where they wandered after traipsing to the basement to rummage among the economy-sized supplies for a pack of soap bars. Again and again, they must exercise the self-discipline to start for that shower, knowing full well that there is some chance they will again be frustratingly sidetracked. And while they expend this extraordinary mental energy to keep their mind on track, unshowered family members are probably berating them for laziness and lack of consideration. Is there any wonder that they are discouraged?

Our ADHD family member struggles with unnecessarily cumbersome, inconvenient, and inefficient organizational systems (such as storing large supplies of common household items in the basement). Even relatively reasonable organizational systems that are workable for the rest of the family (storing towels in the hallway linen cupboard) may require an unreasonable amount of focus and effort for the ADHD family member.


Make Efficiency the Top Priority

The best organizational system for someone with ADHD is the one that is most efficient, streamlined, most convenient, and the fastest/easiest to maintain, because it requires the fewest number of steps and materials. To set up a maintainable system, we must first eliminate systems that are too inefficient, unwieldy, and tedious and replace them with systems that are streamlined, fast, and convenient. Often these systems sacrifice beauty for efficiency.



For instance, I might move a shelf into the bathroom to hold clean towels; I might position it next to the shower so that it can also hold shower-support items such as shampoo and soap. This shelf might not match the bathroom decor—its open shelving with shampoo, razors, and soap bars visible might, in fact, detract from the decor—but it will enable the person with ADHD to shower without having to take a series of inefficient side trips. Consider that safety bars and ramps also detract from décor—heck, the toilet itself isn’t particularly attractive—but these are accommodations and compromises we all accept as a net benefit.

Of course, floor plans, space, and routine vary widely from home to home. The solutions that work in one space may not be possible for another, but my greatest resource in adapting these systems is in fact the ADHD client. People with ADHD are fast thinkers—to paraphrase Dr. Edward M. Hallowell, author of Driven to Distraction, they have “Ferrari brains with Chevy brakes.” It has also been speculated that because the ADHD mind races so quickly from one subject to another, it can make connections through a kind of rapid-fire synthesis that eludes the rest of us. Once you give these “Ferrari” thinkers just a couple of ADHD-appropriate tricks of the professional organizing trade, capture their interest, and put some of that formidable brainpower to work, there’s no telling how far they will go in applying what they’ve learned in creative and effective ways.
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Although hidden storage solutions are sometimes more “beautiful,” hooks and open shelving next to the shower provide an efficient support system for towels, razors, soap, and shampoo.







The single value that I most often must convince clients to abandon in the name of efficiency is beauty.






Stacking vs. Nesting

Always avoid nesting multiple types of items. While nesting dessert, salad, and dinner plates in a graded tower is space efficient, it is effort inefficient—every time we put away a dinner plate, we must move other dishes aside!





ORGANIZING IS ABOUT MAINTENANCE OR FINISHING THE JOB

No organizational system will work if we don’t maintain it. Unfortunately, maintenance tends to be a finishing task, putting things away, cleaning up, etc. And because the putting away comes at the end of every chore–be it cooking, laundry, or filing-it’s also when we are most tired, distracted, or otherwise just out of gas. Therefore, our most critical tactic will be to streamline finishing tasks for uber efficiency.




The Rules of Organizing


	1. Inventory must conform to storage. This is the golden rule of organizing, but in an ADHD home, inventory (our “stuff”) shouldn’t just fit in storage, our inventory should be less than storage.

	Don’t overcrowd shelving, cabinets, and drawers–make putting things away easy.

	Don’t keep building storage, instead reduce inventory.




	2. Make things easy to access and EASIER to put away. In the ADHD home, ease of storage takes precedence over ease of retrieval, because everyone, ADHD or not, has more motivation to find something they need than to put something away when they’re done.

	Reduce inventory enough to store things where they’re used—no crossing rooms or going to another room to put things away. Arrange possessions within activity areas or “zones.” Give everything a “home.”

	Take advantage of vertical storage space by using tall shelves and tall bureaus, so there is space to store items where they are used.

	Store things on the wall or on a shelf, never on the floor.





	3. Only touch (or sort) it once. Efficiency means fewer steps, so for example, sort or toss mail as soon as it’s opened. Don’t add it to a pile that has to be sorted again later.

	4. Duplicate where necessary to store things where they are used (e.g., a toilet bowl brush in every bathroom).

	5. Eliminate items that unnecessarily duplicate functions (e.g., hand-powered can opener or electric can opener, not both).

	6. Name each cabinet and shelf (dish cabinet, sock drawer, etc.) as a reminder that only those items are stored therein.

	7. Make sure the “rough storage” areas in the home are well lit, easily accessible, and are never completely full. Value these spaces because they guard against long-term storage items cluttering the living space and provide interim storage for unexpected items that might otherwise clutter the home

	8. Schedule projects, allow extra time to finish, and plan to do only one at a time.

	Putting a project on the calendar will help solidify space for it.

	Organizing is all about finishing. Scheduling extra time for unforeseen hiccups will ensure that we won’t run out of time, leaving a disruptive half-finished project to linger and depress.

	Thoroughly complete one project before starting another. The act of organizing can tear up a space, and we only want one space compromised at a time.




	9. Embrace Routine. I know the very sound of it is tedious, but overall, it reduces labor and stress. Routine eliminates the mental load of coming up with a new schedule every day; why constantly reinvent the wheel? It also ensures that we complete a task before they become emotionally charged or grow unwieldy.

	Name the days like ‘bill paying Monday’ and ‘laundry Wednesday.’ Attending to these jobs routinely keeps them small and underwhelming. In an ADHD household, there will be some weeks that some tasks naturally get skipped, but even if the task is done only two to three times a month, late fees will still be avoided, and loads of laundry will not pile up into mountains.

	Activities that are done daily require a daily maintenance routine. Doing the dishes nightly will not only make the dishes easier (no dried-on food) but will render the kitchen more restful and most importantly efficient to prep, cook, and eat in the next day.




	10. Get Help, Work as a Team.

	Some projects are too big for one person. Hiring help or body-doubling chores with a family member can be a solution. Wherever possible, do chores as a team. Doing tasks routinely with a housemate, spouse or child helps keep the ADHD person on task. For instance, institute Saturday-morning choretime for all housemates together, or have the whole family pitch in nightly with the after-dinner clean up. Borrowing and lending focus keeps things on track to the finish line.









Frequent Small Inefficiencies = Large Problems

We can all handle one or two inefficient systems, but problems arise from the aggregate of many small inefficiencies. If, for example, we are forced to sort and roll socks for a family of five, or cross the room multiple times to empty the dishwasher, or switch clothes into plastic bins every season, or run to the basement to get the blender, then we are NEVER going to get out from underneath the clutter.






Consider this: Just because something is “organized” doesn’t mean that it is efficient.






In designing the most efficient organizing system, we must ask ourselves: Can I find what I need? Is it conveniently located? Is it easy to retrieve and, more importantly, easy to put away? Does it require little or no maintenance?




While these rules are a great foundation and will help guide us as we set out to change the way we live and organize; we must be sure to apply them only if they make sense in our situation. How do we know when it’s okay to bend or break these rules? When they get in the way of efficiency.


Creating the Most Efficient System

To create this system, all other values must be subordinate to the interests of efficiency. I often walk into homes where clients have placed values such as beauty, frugality, or preparedness before efficiency. Or they favor using the space efficiently rather than prioritizing efficiency of effort. What they end up with is organized but laborious—and for the ADHD client, disastrously unmaintainable—systems.



Let me give an outrageous example: I could organize your shoes by putting all of your left shoes in the attic and all of your right shoes in the basement. Hey, it’s organized! But it is neither efficient nor convenient; it just requires too much effort to retrieve and, even worse, to put away your shoes.


EFFICIENCY BEFORE BEAUTY

If you flip through this book, you will see some pictures of organized spaces that look like the “before” pictures in other organizing manuals. That is because other organizational systems are invested in beauty rather than efficiency. They would never show a picture of a bathroom with convenient, open shelving and shower supplies arranged so they’re easy to grab. It just doesn’t market well. In organizing for efficiency, we must be wary of organizational systems that, although pretty, are neither practical nor sustainable.



We should never make the mistake of equating beauty with ADHD-appropriate organization. Unfortunately, some people with ADHD struggle with “perfectionism” (often tragically, frustratingly unattainable, given the nature of ADHD) that makes them quite vulnerable to this misguided yardstick of organizing success.

If I were to advise an ADHD client to sort their socks by mating them, rolling them, and then placing each pair in the individual compartments of a sock drawer sorter/insert, arranged by color (as a perfectionist and attractive photo in a home goods catalog might encourage them to do), it’s likely that the next time I visit their home, the drawer will be empty, the socks will be in a half-sorted pile on someone’s bed, and my client will be hopelessly discouraged. Mating, rolling, and placing in compartments is just too tedious, time consuming, and thoroughly unnecessary!

We need to employ a more efficient system. The most efficient? Identify a sock style of a medium weight, suitable for year-round use, and purchase a dozen of the two most used colors. Throw out all the other socks. (It is okay to retain two to three “specialty” socks: ski socks, thick woolen socks, etc.) Allocate one drawer or bin to hold all socks and only socks. Now we have achieved an organizational system for socks that is quick, streamlined, and practical. Socks need never again be mated and sorted and compartmentalized. They get dumped directly and willy-nilly from the laundry into the sock drawer. Of course, the drawer will look like a wild jumble of socks, but it will nonetheless be easy to use and maintain. Our goal cannot be beauty, it must instead be practicality.



Be wary of those organizational systems that, although pretty, are neither practical nor sustainable.






If a bank account is robust and focus minimal, cutting coupons, while financially frugal, is a wasteful expenditure of our rarer (and therefore more valuable) resources–focus, time, and effort.




Frankly, this would be the most efficient sock system for anyone and one I recommend everyone adopt (I have!). Yet the attention-rich are at liberty to spend their time on an unnecessarily tedious, unwieldy, but more aesthetically pleasing system, without sabotaging their schedule. And while the person with ADHD may occasionally place beauty before efficiency—they may in fact be a sock fashionista, who couldn’t possibly limit themselves to two types of socks—they will want to indulge their desire for abundant variety or considerable overstock in only one or two areas of their life if they wish to have an organized, easy-to-maintain, restful home.

In order to achieve this, for most of the systems in their home, the imperative must be efficiency. When an area becomes messy, they must ask themselves: Has the number of my possessions been reduced enough, and my organizational system streamlined enough, that it can be picked up in a matter of seconds? Because for people with ADHD, seconds may be all that is available before the next beguiling and thoroughly captivating thought commands their attention.


EFFICIENCY BEFORE PENNY-PINCHING: SUPPORT IS NOT A LUXURY

Organizing is an equation of time, money, space, and effort. An efficient organizing system should save us time, effort, space, stress, and overall, it should save us money. But let’s be clear: Although we want to reduce overall spending by eliminating impulse shopping and overstock supplies, perfect frugality is not our goal. Instead, if possible, we’ll use some of those saved funds to acquire services to support our new peace of mind and organized home.



Every individual must find a personal balance between their finances and how much time and stress it costs them to accomplish their goals, but for those with ADHD, money is not the only precious resource. Attention, motivation, and energy may be limited, so services that others may consider a luxury (housekeeper, lawn care, laundress, accountant, professional organizer, etc.) if affordable, are not an extravagance and instead can be considered a therapeutic necessity.



FOR LARGER TASKS, OR TASKS THAT REGULARLY RESIST OUR EFFORTS TO COMPLETE, SPENDING MONEY TO GET HELP MAY BE THE BEST VALUE SYSTEM.




For larger tasks, or tasks that regularly resist one’s efforts to complete, spending money to get help is not cause for shame, instead it may be the thriftiest allocation of one’s resources. This may be as cheap and simple as hiring a neighborhood teenager to help with garage or yard cleaning; dropping off laundry to be washed, dried, and folded; or working side-by-side with a friend as a body double (especially when energy may be waning).

In terms of stuff, let’s look at the sock example we discussed a few paragraphs earlier. Here, efficiency takes precedence over penny-pinching when we cast off the used socks and start again with all new socks in just two colors. The old socks, in time, would have needed to be replaced anyway, so that expense was merely brought forward, but laying out cash to buy a complete wardrobe of new socks all at one time—so they are all the same—is a true, though negligible expense (if purchased as a twelve pack in a cheap department store). Yet isn’t it the more reasonable option when we calculate the time and effort saved every time, we do the laundry? Every family’s calculus is different, so we each must run the equations in our own lives and circumstances. For those who cannot afford all new socks, we will explore other less expensive solutions later in the book.



Hyperfrugality at the expense of time, space, and peace of mind can get in the way of an organized life.






Avoid purchasing “stuff.” Instead, use your money to procure helpful services.






If the number of our possessions is small and our shelves are uncluttered, it takes less time and fewer steps to find things and put things away.






Family Support Is Great–When it is Supportive

Procuring support doesn’t always require a monetary outlay. Sometimes we rely on friends or family. But I enter so many households where frustration and resentment are boiling out of control because no one realizes that the organizational systems in the home are not ADHD appropriate. Ultimately ‘helping’ must start as a conversation: we must voice when things are hard and collaborate together as a family to figure out what a solution looks like in each unique household.






IN THE MODERN AGE, OUR SOCIETY’S RAREST COMMODITY IS NOT GOODS, BUT TIME, AND THOSE WITH ADHD—WHO MAY REQUIRE MORE TIME ON AVERAGE TO COMPLETE A TASK—MUST GUARD THEIR TIME AS THE MOST PRECIOUS OF ALL THEIR POSSESSIONS.





EFFICIENCY = RESOURCEFULNESS OVER PREPAREDNESS

In a former age, when acquiring a needed tool required a wagon ride through a mountain pass, and when a vegetable that wasn’t “laid in” at harvest didn’t appear on the menu until spring, it made sense to stock the larder and hold on to items that “just-might-come-in-handy-some-day.”



I see this archaic system applied in modern homes overflowing with reams of paper, silos of cereals, and, always it seems, crates of toilet paper. Bulk shopping creates work as oversize crates require circuitous side trips to remote storage areas, thereby violating our “keep things where you use them” efficiency rule. By all means, buy the largest pack of toilet paper that comfortably fits under the sink in every bathroom, but let’s resist turning our homes into warehouse depots.. Remember: The marketers are chortling as they rake in those extra bucks for an “economy” size that costs more money, ties up our capital in overstock that we don’t yet need and may never need, forces us to take up the duties of a stock clerk, and clutters our home with oversized boxes that won’t fit in the cabinets. Not to mention, bulk buying doesn’t even reduce shopping errands because most of us go to the grocery store for fresh dairy and produce once a week or so anyway!

We can, however, take one valuable lesson from our forbearers; like them, we should learn to be resourceful with less and resilient enough to do without. Being resourceful is the more efficient system because preparing oneself for every possible eventuality requires a lot of work getting ready for multiple scenarios, most of which will never occur. People with ADHD tend to be very intelligent and creative, for them; “being prepared” with an outsized inventory of every tool for every job will lead to clutter and chaos. Being resourceful with the few tools at hand will keep clutter at bay while playing to one of their greatest strengths—ingenuity.



Procure the attention and focus of non-ADHD family members for long jobs by trading a series of short jobs that are quick enough to complete.





HELPFUL HACKS FOR STAYING ON TRACK


	1. Body doubling and teamwork. One of the most useful hacks is ‘body doubling,’ or simply doing as many chores together as possible, so the non-ADHD family member can lend focus. Create a five-minute, end-of-the-day, regularly scheduled tidy up that you can do together. For those who live alone, this can still be done by calling a friend or family member and doing chores silently “together.” ADHD children may need the presence of a parent in order to complete larger chores like bedroom cleaning, while a spouse can be an invaluable support for larger tasks around the home.

	2. Music, timers, and alarms. Music can lend support and focus by providing a predetermined short and manageable time to “blitz” a chore. We could, say, tidy the kitchen sufficiently, if not perfectly, over the course of three songs. One can set a two- or three-minute timer on the phone and ask the ADHD child to work as hard as they can (run! run! run!) for three minutes picking up their room, but then when the timer goes off, they are done! A recurring phone alarm can remind us to take a daily midday medication.

	3. Bright colors, glow in the dark stickers, digital trackers. Choose eyecatching styles—phone cases should be bright; keys attached to a large, light neon colored key “ring” (could be a lanyard that can be worn as a bracelet or necklace), neon and glow in the dark stickers can be added to phones, eyeglass cases, and remotes. Hats and gloves, laptops/tablets/E-readers, purses, wallets, briefcases should be purchased in the brightest colors one can tolerate. Finally, digital trackers attached to phones, keys, and wallets will keep the inconvenience of lost items at bay.

	4. Play to your strengths. Divide tasks so they respond to family members’ strengths and weaknesses. Short, mildly repulsive jobs like toilet bowl cleaning, litter box emptying, are a worthy contribution while other family members do longer but less icky jobs. Tasks that more naturally hold one’s attention: oil changes (because you can’t leave), childcare, grocery shopping, running errands, and dog walking can all be ADHD manageable, while laundry and menu planning is delegated to others.

	5. Pick your battles. Another great hack is to consider the cost of what you are asking and decide what is really worth ‘the ask.’ Find those one or two issues that really bug the non-ADHD family member, or make it hard for the ADHD person to function, and then lovingly and supportively ask each other to make that extra effort. Then cut everyone some slack on the rest of it. The issue might be, “I hate it when the dirty dishes don’t make it to the sink/dish pan.” But recognize that someone with ADHD is going to have limited resources to spend on maintenance, so decide on the one or two herculean efforts you will ask of your loved one, and let the rest go.

	6. Sticky fingers. The “sticky fingers” method was taught to me by one particularly clever client, who used it sparingly but effectively for those few items she absolutely could not lose. This is an effective strategy that we don’t want to overuse. It is just for phone, wallet, keys and one or two items that can get lost if they are not immediately placed in their “home.” Overuse it, and you will stop using it, so guard it well!

	7. Setting up the system. Family members should work together to set up ADHD appropriate systems. The non-ADHD family member can be in charge of initiating and seeing these system changes through to the end. If online ordering gives an ADHD family member a dopamine rush, they can take on the task of researching and procuring digital tags to locate lost phones, keys, and wallets, (while someone else de-packages and attaches them). If they like hyperfocusing on tech projects, set them to research passcode systems or create a second email address for subscriptions and junk (while others finish off by unsubscribing and redirecting emails). Streamlining trash access and removal, creating a shared calendar and designating a tidy-up time and a designated day for grocery shopping are all systems that are discussed in detail elsewhere in this book, but none will work without collaboration, support, and commitment to follow through in setting up the system.

	8. Routine. If the household has a routine of bill-paying Monday, laundry Tuesday, or nightly kitchen clean-up, then nobody must go through the mental energy of picking a time for regular weekly projects. Everyone will know what to expect and be able to pace themselves.

	9. Small project plans. I often go through homes and find many iterations of shopping bags with the same purchases—this might be, let’s say, a small home-repair project that required a few items from the hardware store. But then the client never did the project, forgot they had purchased the supplies for said project, and bought those same items again and again . . . and again. If you are purchasing items for a project, pause to put the date you will DO the project on your calendar (preferably within the week). If the project doesn’t get done, reschedule it, so those supplies stay on your radar.

	10. Humor. Finally, maybe the most important hack of all is humor. Frankly, no matter what the system, nothing is ever perfect. My husband called our eldest daughter “the Randomizer” (said with a superhero sing song) because when we couldn’t find something, and would ask our daughter if she had moved it, while she may (or may not!) have done so, it would have often been in a moment of distraction and so she would not necessarily remember. She would laugh and say, “Maybe—I don’t know!” And then we would all laugh and sing “The Randomizer Strikes Again!” Because we all found it funny, and no blame, anger, or shame was assigned, we didn’t create a family drama of accusation, recriminations, and belittlement. The item may or may not be found, but that would be the case whether we are all laughing and loving or resenting and shaming. I’d rather live with the laughter—wouldn’t you?






We should only buy items for which we have an imminent plan or need.





THE MIGHTY SHOPPING LIST: COMBATTING THE IMPULSE PURCHASE

Unfortunately, creativity and intelligence can lead to overshopping, especially as one imagines the myriad possible uses of the object(s) at hand. But it is this acquisition of unneeded items, no matter how intriguing they may be, that makes us lose the battle with clutter and surrender our chance at a restful home.



To combat this drain on the wallet and attack on the home, we must employ our most effective weapon: the shopping list.



ALWAYS SHOP WITH A SHOPPING LIST AND PRACTICE STRICT ADHERENCE TO THE LIST. TO AVOID OVERBUYING. LIMIT PURCHASING TO THOSE ITEMS ONLY FOR WHICH WE HAVE AN ALREADY IDENTIFIED IMMEDIATE NEED OR USE.




In fact, if we commit to never purchasing an item that hasn’t spent some period of time on a shopping list, then we will have substantially won the war on clutter! We will have said “no” to sales racks, coupons, frequent buyer “rewards,” and exhortations to “buy one, get one half off”—a siren song meant to crash our finances on the rocks of impulsive profligacy and litter our homes with the flotsam and jetsam of clutter. Of course, for those who truly need it, a coupon is a welcome necessity, but for the rest of us, paying a little bit more can help us buy less and therefore spend less in the long run.

My ADHD clients often ask me to come up with a system for returns. Online purchases track themselves, but should they keep the receipt with the bag or in the wallet? The answer is to eliminate the whole system by sticking to the—you guessed it—shopping list! It is far more efficient (and fun) to occasionally go back to the store and pick up a needed object whose particulars you’ve predetermined work in a space, than it is to slog through constant returns of mistaken acquisitions. Worried it won’t be there later? Remember, there is almost nothing on the planet that you can’t resourcefully replace, improve on, or resiliently live without.

So what about those supplies that we think are running low but haven’t made it on the list? Efficiency tells us to leave them behind too. Out of bread until the next shopping trip? Cereal will do. Out of toilet paper in the powder room? Crib a roll from the family bath or use a box of Kleenex until the next shopping trip. I say running out of a needed staple is a TRIUMPH of organization! It means we responsibly bought the correct amount without tying up capital on excess. And in the meantime, the lack encourages us to use up the supplies on hand resourcefully, resiliently, and frugally.


Is Online Shopping a Boon or Curse?

That easy click can seduce us into impulse purchases. Clothing in particular is a troublesome internet purchase because it needs to be tried on and creates frustrating time-wasting returns. For other purchases, we can’t see the quantity or size easily, and end up ordering a ten-pack or jumbo size, when one small item was all that was required. Subscriptions can pile up as they arrive on their own schedule, often before they are needed. Finally, breaking down all those boxes and packaging and removing them from the home is an on-going job, one that is often neglected. Where possible, if something can be purchased at or near your regular routes, buying it at a physical store might keep your home uncluttered (and your wallet fatter).



Adhering to a shopping list eliminates the habit of shopping as recreation. Window shopping, home-shopping networks, yard sales, and internet clickbait are tempting dopamine rushes, but can ultimately lead to clutter. When we stick to the list, we limit our clutter before it gets out of hand and our homes (and lives) become healthier, simpler, and easier.



Saving money by buying sale items that we may not need, or will not need for a long time, ties up our money, consumes our space, and, at worst, may be a complete waste of time and effort.






Although good storage is important, cutting back on inventory is more effective.






Don’t hold onto an item just because it cost a lot of money. That item is now costing you time space and stress. Don’t let it continue sucking you dry of these valuable resources.





Make Purging a Priority

Efficiency, which is to say reduction of effort, is our ultimate goal. The most efficient organizing systems for anyone—not just those with ADHD—requires a substantial pruning of materials as the straightest path to efficiency is reduction of possessions resulting in reduction of EFFORT. We have discussed how to keep things from entering our homes; now we are going to address those things that are already in our homes, because a house, closet, or garage that is stuffed with possessions will never be convenient to use, efficient, or restful.



And look, I too wish I could collect and keep a plethora of pretty possessions and still maintain an organized home without having to spend hours a week managing all that stuff or surrender to chaos and clutter. But ADHD or not, if we own a lot, we spend a lot of time shuffling it—unless we have a cadre of servants. And I, for one, would rather have my time back, my effort conserved, and my home somewhat organized (and fast and easy to tidy up), than own a bunch of stuff. My peace of mind and quality of life are just worth more. We can create beauty and visual interest with bright paint colors, beautiful upholstery, and vibrant hanging art—aesthetic touches that require no maintenance.

Many of my ADHD clients seem to have a substantial and happy advantage over the general public when it comes to purging: They have been misplacing all their most precious possessions since babyhood, so they know from experience that you can live without most things and replace the rest. Thus, encouraging someone with ADHD to throw out mom’s old electric fry pan is usually not a real challenge. That said, I still have a job to do with the ADHD client, and it is merely this: I help them to realize that they might want to reduce their inventory of perfectly good items along with the junk, and that we should all turn away from the excesses of our modern lives and embrace a greener, more minimalist lifestyle.

How is getting rid of perfectly sound goods the most efficient system? It is more efficient because we are managing less stuff. If we reduce the number of dishes to the amount that will fill the dishwasher, then our sink won’t fill with heaps of dirty dishes, and we won’t be forced to move dirty dishes aside to use the sink. Yes, we will have to perform small jobs more often, rather than large jobs infrequently, but there is no net increase in work. This frequent-small-job model is a more suitable system for the ADHD brain. Those with ADHD can complete short tasks (and staying organized is all about finishing!), because a small, quick job does not overwhelm, especially when one is motivated—and there is no better motivation than hunger to inspire someone to wash a dish!

Although most of us may be comfortable culling some of our lesser-used and excess possessions, there will always be some rarely used items that we are hesitant to toss. For this reason, it can be helpful to adopt the following three philosophies:


1. When It Comes to Sentiment, Size Matters

In our bid to create and maintain an organized, ADHD-friendly home, purging all items that don’t serve a practical purpose should be a no-brainer. EVERY home would be more manageable if we didn’t keep ANY sentimental (nor decorative) items. But in all my years as a professional organizer, I have never come across a client who doesn’t have at least some sentimental possessions. So, since no one wants to rid themselves of all keepsakes and memorabilia, let’s address what can be easily tossed, and how to store those items we keep, noting always that size (and quantity) does matter!



We’ll begin by creating a home for sentimental items so they don’t float around in kitchen junk drawers and bureaus. Every member of the family may need a Paper Memorabilia box and an Object Memorabilia box. These boxes should be no larger than a milk crate. The goal is to expire at 100+ years of age and still have a little room in both boxes. And that is why size matters, the smaller the keepsake, the more room for other keepsakes.



If you can’t use a hand-me-down or heirloom, or you don’t like it, give it to someone who can or does.
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A paper memorabilia and object memorabilia box give a home to sentimental items separately so that papers don’t get crumpled. Neither box should be bigger than a small microwave and should hold a lifetime worth of memories—so choose wisely!





Let’s go through some quick guidelines and examples of what you might want to keep, what you might toss, and how to store the rest.

Object Memorabilia:


	When keeping an object strictly for sentimental reasons, size matters. Sentimental items should never be larger than a deck of cards.

	Try to limit yourself to keeping no more than three items from a departed family member, none larger than a (you guessed it) deck of cards.

	If you can’t use a hand-me-down or heirloom, or you don’t like it, give it to someone who can or does. Your mom’s sideboard may be of excellent quality, and in seventy years it may be a valuable antique, but to store it for seventy years in the hopes that the grandchildren will like it, or see a small profit, is an inefficient use of effort and space.



The bottom line is that we should keep any object that appeals to our taste and that we will use. If we like it but can’t use it, or if we can use it but won’t because we don’t like it, then get rid of it. If we are keeping something solely for sentiments sake, make sure it is supersmall in both quantity and size and then create a designated easily accessed home like an object memorabilia box.

Photos, Paper, and Digital Memorabilia:


	To scan or not to scan, that is the question. Scanning reduces paper clutter while producing effort clutter, and typically in the ADHD home we want to give priority to reducing effort. For the most part, it is less work to just keep things in the form in which they arrive—so don’t print out pictures and don’t scan (or take pictures of) children’s schoolwork or art unless storage space is very limited.

	Sorting existing paper photos and other paper memorabilia for “keep and go” is a time-consuming task that is in no way urgent. Just toss it all in a box marked paper memorabilia and you can go through them in your retirement (or never). Going forward, prioritize high-quality photos and keep only the truly meaningful pieces of paper memorabilia.

	Limit sentimental photography and if you take big groups of pictures, delete the ones you don’t like immediately after taking them. Two pictures of any birthday party are enough. Six pictures from any vacation are more than enough. The goal should be to document each year in fifty photos. If you live to be 80, that’s a whopping 4,000 photos!

	Don’t volunteer as the family events photographer—let others take on that role. By stepping back, we’ve eliminated that repetitive chore of scrolling through and deleting scores of photos after every event.

	Paper photos (a subset of paper memorabilia) can go into the paper memorabilia box or tossed in a designated box marked “Photos”—no further sorting, labeling, or fussing necessary.

	Greeting cards and Christmas cards can be displayed during the season (up to a week after the actual event) and then should be tossed, except in the very rare case of a particularly personal note.

	For children’s schoolwork that feels special, keep ONLY a few items that are autobiographical—a drawing of “My Family” and essays entitled “What I’m Going to Do When I Grow Up,” “My Favorite Things,” and “My Vacation.”

	For the small number of children’s artwork that you will want to permanently keep; try to limit it to two easily storable 8 x 11 works per year. These can be thrown in each child’s designated paper memorabilia box. As for the rest, designating a magical art drawer that never fills up (because every now and then the parent quietly removes and tosses the bottom inch of now forgotten artwork) is a thoughtful and discrete way to avoid a mountain of finger-painting clutter.




2. It’s the Thought That Counts

Do we trust that the sentiment has value and not the object itself? If so, then why do we hang on to all those gifts we don’t like or can’t use? We appreciated the sentiment when we said thank you—now let’s go ahead and get rid of all that stuff we don’t want. Giving it to charity will ensure it has a chance to fulfill its destiny as a treasured item by finding its way into the home of someone who will treasure it.





Limit picture taking—the goal should be to document each year in only fifty photos.






Digital Photos

Digital photos replace paper clutter with time clutter; they still require organizing, posting, and labeling. But how many of us really have the time to document our (or our children’s) every weekend and social event? And is it really necessary, or even desirable, to do so?

Experiment with the fifty sentimental pictures per year policy and see whether that saves on the stress of overburdened data or hundreds of time-consuming deletions. For those photos that are already on your device, ignore them; the photo app does the organizing.




If you feel that your friends or family members have too many closure issues regarding gift giving, if every gift is an obligation to be kept track of and be “returned” to the giver when and if you can’t use it, if you are worried that some relative will ask, “Where is the thingamajig I gave you?” then you may wish to have a gentle conversation with them about the protocols of gift giving that follow. There are only two, but they are immutable.

Protocols of Gift Giving


	1. When you receive a gift, thank the giver. Once you’ve thanked the giver, your obligations to the gift and the giver are over. If you like the gift, use it. If you don’t like the gift, get rid of it discreetly. If you don’t like the gift, but the giver is always around, use it once or twice and then quietly get rid of it.

	2. If you’ve been thanked and know your gift has arrived, you must never again inquire about it. Do not tell the recipient to give it back if they can’t use it. You gave it away, so you are not allowed to control its fate anymore; now someone else gets to decide what happens with it. Realistically, there will be some number of gifts for which the sentiment is greatly appreciated, but the object is not to the receiver’s taste. It is unfair to put someone on the spot by making them confess that they don’t like your gift, especially when they are in debt to you for a generous gesture.




3. Live in the Now

Some people are past-oriented and clutter builds because every item represents a memory. Others are future-oriented, so clutter builds because they are buying items for use in the next home or for a project or craft, they will get to someday. But the key to an organized life is to live primarily in the now. In an ADHD household, where we are aiming for radical efficiency, we need to take the idea of living in the now very seriously.



Start by foregoing complex agendas for possessions. The decision to keep things for far future use or resale value earns us little but the weighty burden of micromanagement. Although it seems financially responsible, it will probably instead cost us an organized and stress-free home. If you find yourself hesitating to get rid of something because you are holding on to it for your sister, waiting to get it appraised by a knowledgeable dealer, or planning to put it on eBay (after you create an account, and lay in shipping supplies), then you are making it too complicated to reduce the inventory in your home.

If every time you go to purge, you worry that an item is worth something or too good to give to charity, then you suffer from the rag-picker syndrome. My great-grandfather was a rag-picker by trade; he bought an old dress in one shtetl to tear up and sell for rags in the next. To engage in rag-picking is to pursue a noble yet time-consuming profession. But the question you must ask yourself is, is it your profession? Software engineers and full-time parents don’t have the time to take on the duties of an itinerant junk man, and someone with ADHD certainly doesn’t need another attention-sucking habit. It is both nobler and more efficient to donate all the extra stuff to the nearest charity.



TO REDUCE THE NUMBER OF STEPS REQUIRED TO SUCCESSFULLY PURGE YOUR HOME OF UNUSED ITEMS, DON’T SELL OR DISPOSE OF YOUR POSSESSIONS IN FIFTY PLACES IN FIFTY WAYS. PLACE ANYTHING THAT YOU ARE GETTING RID OF IN THE FRONT SEAT OF YOUR CAR AND DROP IT AT A SINGLE CHARITY THAT WILL TAKE MOST THINGS THE NEXT TIME YOU ARE DRIVING BY, OR PUT ON THE CURB WITH A “FREE SIGN”. THEN BASK IN THE SATISFACTION OF AN UNCLUTTERED HOME AND A GENEROUS NATURE.






Do not bother itemizing donated household goods for tax purposes. These miniscule deductions are not worth your valuable time and attention. Claim the maximum you are allowed without itemization and move on.






Put borrowed items that need to be returned in a plastic bag in the front seat of the car. This way they are easy to hang on the doorknob of the owner’s home (rain or shine) the next time you drive through that neighborhood.






Place donations in the car. Items that are targeted for charitable donation but are left to linger in closets will be forgotten and will forever clutter your home.





Purge Like a Pro

Now that we have covered what not to keep, it’s time to get down to business and start the purging process. Reducing possessions down to a manageable number requires constant vigilance and liberal application of what I like to call the Brutal Purge. During every organizing project, no matter how large (the garage) or small (a single kitchen cabinet), and every household chore (laundry, bedroom cleaning), purge with absolute abandon. Think of it as Extreme Weeding. Don’t worry if you start slowly by only picking the low hanging fruit—the unwanted, stained, and broken. Starting the process with the easy stuff will get you in the groove, and so the tougher decisions later won’t be as daunting. Make a TBD (to be decided) pile, but make that decision, one way or another, at the end of the project. If your possessions now fit comfortably in your storage without shuffling or cramming—great! If not, this is where the purge gets really brutal, continue to weed/cull—even usable items—until storage is roomy and ultimately restful. If the only habit you change after reading this book is the adoption of the Brutal Purge, you will have gotten your money’s worth.




THE DÉCOR DILEMMA

If every end table is buried under framed photos, plants crowd the kitchen counters, and bobble heads populate the desktop, then there is no place to set our drinks, cook our dinner, or pay our bills. If we put our keys or phone down on any of these surfaces they could get lost in the decorative jungle! Like keepsakes, decorative objects do not serve a practical purpose and so have limited value in not just an ADHD home, but really, any home. Still, many of my ADHD clients are artists whose eyes crave beauty. So how do we resolve this decorative dilemma?



The simplest way is to eliminate all decorative objects from surfaces. Not all beauty is lost and now these spaces can be as functional—somewhere we can cook, pay our bills, and find our keys—as they are restful.

A slightly less efficient (but still reasonable) method would be to merely relocate all decorative items to a designated display area. This could be a bookcase, mantel, display case, floating shelf, étagère, or breakfront. Family photos can be hung on the wall in a designated area—hallways and stairways often work for this.

Getting décor items off surfaces and onto walls will immediately make the home more functional while giving the eye a chance to rest. Allowing our walls, furniture, and hanging art to carry the decorative load, provides beauty while removing clutter.


Disposing of Purged Items



THERE ARE THREE CONVENIENT DESTINATIONS FOR EXCESS POSSESSIONS: THE TRASH, THE CURB, OR A CHARITY THAT TAKES MOST EVERYTHING.






If the object is of little value to others, throw it in the trash. If the object has some life left in it and you are fortunate enough to live on a busy street, placing objects on the curb with a “Free” sign can be an efficient method of decluttering the home. Otherwise, application of the purge may require that we become familiar with where charities are in the area. In New England, Goodwill, the Epilepsy Foundation, and Habitat for Humanity ReStores take almost everything. Many grocery stores and shopping plazas have trailers or drop boxes. Make yourself as familiar as possible with their locations. Finally, if you live on a sleepy street far from any charitable drop boxes, then unfortunately items will have to be listed on Freecycle style sites or Buy Nothing Facebook groups. It is more work, but no need to get bogged down in detailed descriptions—two or three group shots of the goods and a quick list should suffice. Once you have a plan for disposing of unwanted stuff, you only need to move it out of the house.



Don’t fret if “donated” items ultimately go to companies that resell for a profit. The economy will be stimulated and the needy will be able to afford necessities without having to purchase new—a boon for the entire planet.






Walking the Line

If we keep only what we imminently need and discard the rest, we will occasionally make the mistake of keeping some items we don’t need, while having to reacquire discarded items that it turns out we need after all. We are trying to walk a line, but we are going to occasionally make a mistake. Nobody’s perfect. So long as we wobble off the line an equal number of times in both directions, we’ll get and stay organized. In fact, any well-done organizing job should result in the re-acquisition of a few mistaken discards. It is proof that we applied the Brutal Purge sufficiently and evenly enough to make a difference.




No organizing project is complete until purged items are off the property. From here on out, when undertaking an organizing or cleaning project, always set out two bags in varied colors. Let us say black is designated as “trash” and white as “charity.” At the end of the project, the trash bag goes to the trash can and the charity bag goes to the curb or the front seat of the car. Putting the items in a prominent place in the car keeps them on our radar and provides the irritant that will motivate us to dispose of them. Every time we get in the car, we will think to ourselves, “I have got to get this crap out of the car. Is there any way I can plan my route so that I will go by the Goodwill trailer?”

To maintain an organized life, moving possessions from the house to the car to charity drop sites has to become a routine and regular errand.


ADHD AND THE ENVIRONMENT: ECOFRIENDLY EFFICIENCY

When we commit to the Shopping List and the Brutal Purge, we become more “green,” but as with everything else, we must marry the least amount of effort to the best outcome. For example, if I told an ADHD client to set an empty shampoo bottle aside so they can run it downstairs to the kitchen recycle bin later, that bottle would remain in the shower indefinitely. However, if I asked them to stop purchasing an unnecessary amount and variety of beauty products, encouraged them to buy products that have green packaging (such as bar soap packaged in paper), and empowered them to throw out their now severely reduced plastic packaging in the bathroom garbage, shower maintenance would become a snap and the planet would be helped by reduction alone.



In the great reduce-reuse-recycle triangle, it is the reducing that most greatly benefits the planet. Purchasing is the villain; the manufacture and shipping of goods is the major culprit behind any item’s carbon footprint. Reusing and recycling combined cannot make up for those initial pollutants and improvident purchases.

All of us can and should be green by reducing inventory and purchases, shopping only from our lists, and donating items we aren’t using so others can reduce their need for newly manufactured goods. By all means recycle regularly, but cut yourself some slack with the occasional lapse. If we commit to living lightly on the planet by reducing purchases, favoring ecofriendly products and packaging, and eliminating excess, we will be much greener than an average American who acquires recklessly and recycles assiduously.

Many of us are concerned about our planet and are belatedly getting on board by trying to eliminate single use, highly pollutant or disposable products—rags rather than paper towels, for instance. But in an ADHD home where energy and focus are at a premium, some less than perfectly green habits might be necessary. I would never tell an ADHD client to give up paper towels and burden them with extra laundry, and paper plates may be the only way to keep the kitchen clean and everyone eating healthily. But the good news is that there are all sorts of ADHD-friendly ways to cut down our carbon footprint without sacrificing efficiency: powdered dishwashing and dishwasher soap in a cardboard box, bar soap rather than pump, toothpaste tablets, bamboo toothbrushes, laundry sheets, 100% recycled paper towels, napkins, tissues, and more. When these items are available at our regular grocery store, they require no more effort to purchase than those products that are decidedly not ecofriendly.

However, if these items are not available during our regular grocery/pharmacy run, and we must order them off the internet, we must also consider taking on an extra maintenance task as well as more packaging, which may require work to break down and take out. Going forward, as always, use that creative ADHD brain to find and adopt those green practices that don’t cost in time or energy—some (laundry sheets) may even improve efficiency!


GARBAGE AND RECYCLING: FATIGUING FINISHING TASKS

In many of the homes I enter, as much as 40 percent(!) of the improvement is accomplished just by taking out the trash! To be clear, I am NOT referring to weeding/purging/culling where we organize possessions by sorting into ‘keep or go’ piles, the latter, depending on condition, for donation or trash. Instead I am talking about removing those items that have always or already been identified as garbage. This is not just possessions that are too shabby to donate but usually largely comprise pizza boxes, soda bottles, broken furniture, spoiled food, and always lots of unnecessary packaging material (excess plastic bags, shipping boxes with Styrofoam inserts, etc.).
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Large recycle bins in the house and outside reduce garbage day chores.







OFTEN 40% OF CURING THE ORGANIZING ILLS IN AN ADHD HOME—SUBSTANTIALLY REMOVING THE CLUTTER, ELIMINATING WAYWARD ODORS, AND RENDERING THE HOME A MORE FUNCTIONAL PLACE TO BOTH LIVE IN AND MAINTAIN—IS ACCOMPLISHED BY CREATING AN EFFICIENT, HASSLE-FREE TRASH REMOVAL ROUTINE. STREAMLINING GARBAGE REMOVAL MAKES ALL OTHER TASKS MORE EFFICIENT AND IS THE FIRST THING I ADDRESS WHEN I TACKLE ANY AND EVERY PROJECT.




For those with ADHD, starting a task, while tough, can still be easier than finishing. Unfinished projects—clean laundry lingering in laundry baskets while dirty laundry litters the floor, clean dishes stalled in the dishwasher while dirty dishes pile up on countertops—can blight the home. For this reason, when organizing for ADHD, we will always make the ease of putting something away take preference over ease of retrieval. For example, we will locate the dish cupboard near the dishwasher, so it is easier to unload the dishwasher (finishing task) than set the table. For the garbage (the ultimate finishing task) this means creating a streamlined and efficient garbage and recycling area, which is pretty much the first thing I do no matter what the project in every home.

Quick Garbage Tips


	Use LARGE waste cans in every room of the house. Do not empty bathroom, bedroom, etc. cans on garbage day, empty when they are full.

	Store liners for cans near each can or in between the current liner and the can—there is usually room for a whole box of plastic trash bags.

	Use large, lidless, indoor recycle bins that accommodate a week’s worth of recycling. Consider recycling redeemable cans and bottles rather than returning them—the deposit may not be worth your time and effort.

	Place outdoor garbage and recycling bins near the most often-used exit of the home.

	Place one large, lined, oversized trash bin near the exit of the home or in the garage. This is to catch oversized trash without the need for breaking things down (pizza boxes, for instance) and to allow a quick cleanup of litter in the car without having to schlep it into the house.

	Outdoor curbside garbage and recycling bins should be large enough that the indoor bins can be dumped in one motion. If your bins are lidless, a hefty rock kept near the curb can be used as a “paperweight” to keep recycled papers in place on windy days. Own one more bin than you think you need to catch overflow.

	Designate a permanent bin in the garage or basement to collect hazardous waste (lithium batteries, oil paint, CFL bulbs, etc.). Check local town websites for Hazardous Waste Day and put it on the calendar. Once the bin starts to get full-ish again, look up the next hazardous waste day and repeat.

	Consider private pickup if local municipalities doesn’t provide curbside service. Convenience, and the routine of “garbage day,” helps everyone stay on top of trash chores. If there is no curbside pickup, name a day as “transfer station day,” or “Go-to-the-dump Thursday,” so a weekly trash trip becomes part of your routine.

	Most importantly, take the trash out! This unbreakable routine should be on the same day(s), and at least weekly. Set a recurring, regularly scheduled, digital alarm so that trash makes it to the dumpster, the car, or the curb.
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Invest in the largest rolling bin your town will allow for efficient trash and oversize-item removal.







Create a Recycling Area

Create a recycling area that allows you to be physically comfortable while breaking down boxes and store a box cutter there or very nearby. This might mean procuring a large piece of cardboard to cover and protect the kitchen table from your box cutter. The cardboard protector can be stored next to the fridge, or behind a large piece of furniture—a sideboard, couch, armoire, or bureau—whatever is closest to the recycle area.





BATTLING BIOLOGICAL WASTE

We are NOT striving for perfection—we are merely creating a space that is so easily maintained that it is comfortable to live in and, occasionally, somewhat ready for company. And so, we pick our battles. We may give up completely on folding laundry or making beds, but there is one foe we must defeat if we are going to achieve a livable environment–and that is biological waste. Old food, garbage, and human and animal waste are the line between untidy—which we can live with—and squalor, which leads to isolation and depression. Unfortunately emptying the litter, cleaning the toilets/sink/shower, doing the dishes, tossing rotten food, vacuuming dog hair, and taking out the garbage are recurring maintenance tasks. Biological waste is the dread beast we must continuously keep at bay.
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It is counterproductive to beautify a staging area—it is their very ugliness that makes them so useful. Beautified and hidden, items in this basket will likely languish there for weeks.





How do we subdue the beast? We do so with our battle cry of, “Efficiency!” An efficiency born from creating routine, streamlining chores, reducing, and eliminating possessions and obligations, and procuring help.



ORGANIZING IS ABOUT MAINTENANCE—WHICH MEANS PUTTING THINGS AWAY.





MAKE USE OF STAGING AREAS

A staging area is a space in the home that is designated as a way station, an interim storage area, or an area devoted to short-term projects. The top of the stairs may be a way station for dirty dishtowels on their way down to the basement laundry. An empty shelf in the garage may host a bag of grub control to spread on the lawn when the weather clears. The rarely used dining room table may temporarily host the latest crafting project. These areas are not always pretty, but they are convenient and efficient.





THERE IS NO ORANIZING SYSTEM THAT WILL WORK IF WE DON’T MAINTAIN IT. DAILY MAINTENANCE TASKS SHOULD BE CONFIGURED FOR HYPEREFFICIENCY.





Three Types of Staging Areas

Here are the three types of staging areas and the important functions they each serve:



1 Way Station Staging Area: Items in a way station staging area are actively in transit. An effective way station must be in the direct path of the object’s journey and should be so obvious (irritating, in fact) that we are motivated to move the item along. The front seat of the car, the doorknob on the garage door, the exit to the home, and the top and bottom of stairs are all useful way stations for items on their way out the door or to another area in the home. During the regularly scheduled daily two-minute tidy up, all items whose home is on another floor may go to a stairway staging area and then all brought up together and put away in one efficient trip at the end of the tidying chore



2 Interim Storage Staging Area: Items in the interim staging area need temporary storage until a specific date. An empty shelf in the garage can provide storage for the fertilizer waiting for the rains to let up. An empty shelf in the basement may be drafted to hold the troop’s camping equipment that you volunteered to transport to the next cookout. Every rough storage area (basement, garage, attic, etc.) in our homes should have empty shelving to create a buffer for our living areas. Do not worry that these shelves are “wasted” if they sit empty.



EMPTY SHELVES ARE LIKE THE HAMMER IN YOUR TOOLBOX: THEY STAND READY TO SERVE BUT WON’T NECESSARILY GET USED EVERY DAY.






What Ongoing Work Areas Are Not

Let us not confuse an Ongoing Work Area with a project staging area. Our kitchen counters, desktop, bathroom countertop, work bench, and kitchen table represent some of the most valuable real estate in our home. They are a dedicated to ongoing tasks (cooking, repairs) that occur regularly and so they must not be used for storage or drafted as a staging area for temporary projects. A craft project on these surfaces will result in organizational Armageddon; it is just too inefficient to have to move aside the glitter glue and poster board every time we need to cook, pay the bills, or sit down to dinner. For crafts or art that is pursued routinely, creating a designated Ongoing Work Area for that craft may be required.






Good storage should be easy to set up and flexible, and nothing is more simple, cheap, and flexible than a hammer and nail.




3 Project Staging Area: Dedicated project staging areas can help those with ADHD keep their paints, pastels, graphics, and paperwork off the kitchen table and away from the family room couch. For involved projects (sewing, scrapbooking, auto repairs, etc.) that must be left out for several days, but then get put away, set up a folding table, preferably out of the way of foot traffic and other activities, or draft a seldom-used dining room table.


The Tools of Organization

Having urged you to hire help and donate rather than sell or consign unwanted possessions, I am relieved to say that organizing a space does not require expensive purchases. We don’t need custom closets and fancy garage systems. Most everything we need to organize our homes can be bought at discount department stores and hardware stores. Apart from cheap, finished shelving (which we’ll need to schedule a good hour for)—everything can be assembled or installed in fewer than fifteen minutes.



On the other hand, if your house is underfurnished, you may need to buy bureaus, breakfronts, and bookcases to create a reasonable amount of storage space for your possessions. But with a reduction of possessions (the Brutal Purge), even those furniture requirements may be more modest than you think.


HANGING TOOLS

A hammer, nails to hang things on, over-the-door hooks, some press-on hooks, and the occasional screwdriver for installing fancier hooks, are just about the sum total of tools we need to create an efficient system for hanging towels, coats, necklaces, calendars, rakes, brooms, and more. Good storage should be easy to set up and flexible, and nothing is more simple, cheap, and flexible than a hammer and nail.




HOOKS OVER HANGERS

I recommend over-the-door clip-on hooks for every room in the home. On bathroom doors, they catch bathrobes and wet towels. On bedroom doors, they are an easy option for getting sweaters and hoodies off the floor and out of the way. Use them on the inside of the foyer closet door to catch coats that otherwise wouldn’t make it to hangers. When company comes, cleanup is as simple as pushing the door closed. Adhesive press-on hooks are also easy to install and provide a home for lighter items such as dishtowels, necklaces, keys, hats, etc.
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Are open hooks as attractive as hangers? No, but they are a breeze to install and quick and easy to use, and a hoodie on a hook is more attractive then a hoodie on the floor.






SHELVING TOOLS

I regularly urge my ADHD clients to procure these same organizational tools: modular plastic shelves for the garage and basement and cheap, tall, open, finished shelves for in the house.



Rely on tall open shelving for the bulk of storage needs—the easiest method for putting something away is to pop it onto a shelf. If we must open cupboard doors and drawers or pry off lids, we’ve added an unnecessary step, which is an impediment to putting things away.

Open shelving also takes care of the “out of sight out of mind” problem which is one reason–along with it being a finishing task–that some of those with ADHD may tend to leave cabinets and cupboards open.

Limiting inventory to a reasonable number ensures that shelves will remain uncluttered and easy to use, that objects on the shelf won’t be hidden and the eye overwhelmed with “visual” clutter, and that storage needs will not be too expensive.


TUBS AND BINS

Almost any area in your home—basement, garage, playroom—can be organized by procuring tall, cheap shelving and using lidless, clear plastic tubs (lids prevent you from being able to “wing” things in) or open-front stacking bins to corral items on the shelves.





Open shelving is an invaluable ADHD organizing tool because it allows us to put things away in one easy step.






Guard your rough storage areas—they have a price above rubies, for they are your only defense against distracting and inefficient clutter in your living spaces.




Clear plastic tubs without lids are useful for storing small collections from dishtowels to small toys. If the tub comes with a lid, leave it off—you can store it beneath the tub, or toss. If there’s space in rough storage, store all lids in a designated area because there is nothing easier in a move than just plopping a lid on a bin and calling it “packed.”

For storage in very dusty areas, simply rest the lid on top as a dust guard, without actually snapping it on. Choosing clear tubs help inform what is inside without touching and—unless there are numerous categories—may even remove the need for a label.

If you must use lidded or opaque tubs, do yourself a favor and do not stack them. Lidded, stacked tubs are horribly inefficient because they require the extra steps of unstacking, prying off and replacing lids, and restacking to procure or retrieve an item. Opaque tubs are particularly bad for stacking because anything inside goes “off radar” completely. It requires too much effort to remember what is stored in which or to access the bottom bins, so the contents are rarely—if ever—used again. We might as well just put our possessions in the trash.



AN OPEN-FRONT STACKING BIN WITH A LOW LIP IS ANOTHER GREAT ORGANIZING TOOL, BECAUSE EVERYTHING INSIDE IS EASY TO ACCESS AND A BREEZE TO PUT AWAY.




I discourage stacking and instead recommend placing these stacking style bins (pictured opposite) side-by-side on shelves as an alternative to tubs. But because these bins are open in front, they can stack while still providing access to the contents.

If the space allows, these bins tend to be more functional if the open side is the longer side—we want them wide, not deep, to promote ease of access. Avoid bins with wire or latticed bottoms, as small pieces can fall through the mesh. A solid bottom is best.
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Open front bins on shelves are the most efficient container system. Items stored inside are easy to access and easy to put away. This bin has a solid bottom so smaller items won’t slip out.
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Side-by-side on shelves, these bins provide even better visibility than clear tubs.
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If it is problematic to reach or even see the back contents of upper shelves and cabinets, then a fold-up stepstool is a necessity in not just for the kitchen, but in every storage space—be it closets, garage, or basement—that has unreachable storage. No one is going to put anything away if they must grab a step stool from another room.







The ADHD community is our most valuable resource. There are many online chat groups where we can describe a challenge and the brilliant, empathetic, ADHD population can suggest a solution drawing on their creativity or the reservoir of their own experience.






Where Does It Go?

Don’t know where something belongs? Here is a quick Q&A that can help you identify an appropriate permanent storage location (home) for your possessions.

Q: Where would a stranger look for this item?

A: Your clothes belong in your closet because that is where a stranger would look for them—not your son’s closet, the guest room, or a bin in the attic.

Q: At what kind of store do you buy this item?

A: Office equipment purchased from an office supply store should be stored in the home office. Items purchased at a hardware store, belong in a utility closet. Match store origins to related home areas.

Q: Who does it belong to?

A: If the item belongs to your husband, then it belongs in your husband’s space. Don’t allow possessions of various family members to bleed into each other’s space.

Q: Where does this item most often get used?

A: The blender gets used in the kitchen and should therefore be stored in the kitchen, not the laundry room, the basement, nor the hall closet. Consider donating possessions that can’t be stored where they are used.





The ADHD Organizing Method

If every chore in our home is streamlined for efficiency—if storage is accessible, if we are resourceful with a few items rather than “prepared” with a lot of extra inventory, if we are cautious about spending our money on “stuff” and sanguine about spending our money on services, if we are quick to get rid of things we don’t need, if we remove items in the quickest and simplest way, if we eliminate those tasks that are laborious and/or time consuming and uber streamline the rest—then we will have created a home that is hyperefficient. A home in which (get this!) no room takes more than 2 minutes, and possibly as little as 60 seconds, to pick up. Ultimately that is the goal: to get out from underneath a long list of daily maintenance and organizing chores to free up time to do creative tasks at which you excel. By reducing inventory, simplifying storage, and streamlining maintenance tasks, that goal is well within reach.



Be it large (the garage) or small (a single kitchen cabinet), all organizational projects require the following approach:

1 Schedule and Prepare. Block out a generous time slot on your calendar for a project. It is never a problem to finish early, but a disaster to start and not finish. Find local charity drop sites and call a local waste management company to discover and establish pickup dates for large items or hazardous waste. Buy large plastic garbage bags—white for donations and black for trash.



2 Weed and Sort. Keep a large lined trash handy to take care of any rubbish—as always we want easy access to the trash. Then, starting on the floor (because it makes it easier to move about), empty the space. Follow the floor with surfaces and finally interiors. Sort and weed as you clear things out. Keeper possessions that go back into this space get sorted into various piles by category. In a garage that might include an auto support pile and a landscape pile. Keeper items that belong elsewhere in the home go into appropriate “other area” piles, so there might be a “goes to kitchen” or “goes to second floor” pile. Hopefully there is a local charity that will take most everything so those items can get bagged together for donation. If not, use a marker writing directly on the bag to note which bags go to which charities. Alternatively, if you live on a busy street placing usable but unwanted items at the curb with a “Free” sign is a very efficient method for moving things along (invest in a sturdy “Free” sign—it will continue to come in handy!). As we sort, pick the low hanging fruit by weeding out the unused, unwanted, unliked, soiled, and spoiled, along with duplicates, novelty items, and too-difficult-to-store items for the trash and charity piles. Be as brutal as you can—owning less stuff means less work.



3 Remove and Clean. Relocate the other area piles, putting things where they belong. Put donations in the car and trash in the outdoor bins. Or if there is no curbside pickup, put it in the car as well. Once the space is empty, clean it (wash down the interior of the cabinet, sweep out the garage, etc.).



4 Name and Return. Name the space and designate areas within the space. The garage might have an athletic equipment shelf; a china cabinet might have a plate shelf and a mug shelf. Return items to their designated space. If items don’t fit comfortably in the dedicated space—meaning that they are easy to see and efficient to put away—then it might be time to really lean into the Brutal Purge. This requires getting rid of items that one wanted to keep, but which cannot be conveniently accessed and stored.



5 Containerize and Bask. Purchase, scrounge, or otherwise acquire, install, and assemble any organizational tools that will make the space more restful and efficient. This might be nails to hang rakes and hoes, a clear ‘electrical support’ bin to store lightbulbs and extension cords, a cardboard box for use as a drawer divider. Finally, and this is very important, take a minute to bask in your organized restful space.





Sorting and Organizing Roadmap


	First: Always start on the floor; a clear floor immediately provides a more restful and efficient project environment because you can easily move about.

	Next: Clear the surfaces as these provide staging areas for sorting.

	Finally: Tackle interior spaces like drawers and cupboards.



Defining What We Do


	Tidy Up/Picking Up = getting a room to look somewhat neat by putting things away.

	Cleaning = washing floors, vacuum dust

	Organize = schedule and prep, weed and sort, remove and clean, name and return, containerize and bask






This is the simple procedure for organizing every room, closet, and cubby in your home. You can use it as a guide to organize any space not covered in this book. However, on larger projects, or for those chores that are regularly neglected or left incomplete, getting help from a family member or hiring a professional may be a necessary and reasonable accommodation.


Great Expectations

It’s important that we give each organizing project our all and that we also maintain realistic expectations. Our goal is definitively NOT to recreate some Pinterest aesthetic or Instagram perfection. Do not expect that after reading this book and applying these techniques, your house will be miraculously transformed into a Martha Stewart dream home or that your life will be void of colorful escapades, misplaced objects, and hair-raising timing. What can be expected is that when the home is messy, that mess will not overwhelm because it will be only one layer deep.



The delightful whirlwind that is you will and should still be evident in both your surroundings and your day. But if you apply these systems and techniques, thereby simplifying the task of organizing and shortening all maintenance chores, you’ll reduce the clutter in your space and the demands on your time to a level that is both manageable and comfortable.



An organized room will not always be tidy or clean—but it will only take at most two minutes to tidy, which will make it easy to clean.






Don’t run out and impulsively purchase containers, tubs, bins, etc. in preparation for an organizing project. It is only after the weeding and sorting is done, when we can see the volume style and categories of the remaining possessions, that it becomes possible to determine the size number and nature of needed containers.






Creating Workspaces That Work for You

An efficient workspace is a powerful tool for keeping yourself organized. Our workspaces can include everything from an office to a home carpentry shop. They are a subset of activity areas that should be outfitted with storage and space enough to pursue our work and store all the support items necessary to do that work.

Curate these spaces to personal limits and work habits. Work better with music? Then place a speaker in the office and crank up the tunes. If extraneous noise is too distracting, then create a bare-bones, distraction-free workspace that allows you to hyperfocus. Shiny things to touch and fondle might provide needed distractions or be too distracting. Need a space to pace? Then keep a path clear. Think better in a rocking chair? Then get one.

The more we allow ourselves to explore the distractions that keep us from working, as well as the tools that help us focus, the more organized and productive we will become.









PART II

INDIVIDUAL PROJECTS




CHAPTER 1

THE KITCHEN

FOR THOSE WITH ADHD, THE KITCHEN MAY SEEM LIKE THE ULTIMATE FOE. It can feel overwhelming to keep up with the menu planning, dirty dishes, take out containers, week-old leftovers, expired food, and the piles of mail that seem to invade this room. The key to slaying this monster is to break up our organizational process into smaller, more gratifying projects. Remember, the kitchen doesn’t need to look beautiful and perfect all the time. But to maintain peace of mind, good health, and to relieve stress, it does need to be organized enough to allow for seamless food prep and consumption and quick efficient clean-ups. This chapter addresses some common kitchen problems and then guides you through some quick and easy projects to get that kitchen organized. As we start, keep the following commandments in mind:



KITCHEN-ORGANIZING COMMANDMENTS


	Use the kitchen for cooking and eating only.

	Designate and name storage areas such as “snack shelf” or “flatware drawer.”

	Designate areas for activities and their tools into, like a “coffee bar.”

	Do not overshop. Buy only those items that are on the shopping list and for which there is an imminent plan.

	Do not overstock. Get rid of old, excess, china, food, and novelty cookware.

	Locate china and cookware, not food, in areas that are convenient to the sink and dishwasher.

	Clean out the fridge once a week, on the night before garbage pickup.

	Keep an ongoing grocery list in a designated spot.

	Clean the kitchen together or to a couple of tunes every night after dinner—so worth it.
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Kitchen Cabinet Clutter


PROBLEM

“I can never seem to get my kitchen cabinets organized.”
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Single-use “space hogs” are first in line to purge. If an object doesn’t store well, and has a single purpose that can be resourcefully assigned to a more compact tool (any reason the cake and cookies can’t be served on a dinner plate? Salsa and chips on a dinner plate with cereal bowl?) then consider them low hanging fruit ripe for the plucking.








SOLUTION

Create extra cabinet space by getting rid of odd-shaped dishware and specialty cookware. Impulsivity is a common symptom of ADHD, which then can lead to overshopping and result in overcrowded cabinets filled with unnecessary items. The best way to solve this problem going forward is to commit to strict adherence to the shopping list. To repair damage already done, we must resort to the Brutal Purge.



In order to conveniently store the things we do use, we need to get rid of the things we no longer use or need. When is the last time anyone used those cupcake pans? Ever plan on eating that cherry raisin oatmeal? We should let go of those kitchen items that are not versatile or are awkward to store. That huge fish-shaped platter and that decorative porcelain pie dish that was used only once years ago are space hogs ripe for donation. We should also weed out duplicates. When is the last time anyone used all four of those casserole dishes at one meal? After we throw out, donate, or consign these excesses, our cupboards will be roomy, spare, and much easier to keep organized.



Unruly Cooking Utensils


PROBLEM

“My cooking utensils always seem to be in a disorganized jumble in my kitchen drawers.”
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Thanks to a reduction of inventory and the use of a knife block, the most often used utensils can be stowed in this tall canister in one efficient motion.








SOLUTION

Cooking utensils must have their own home, all to themselves, somewhere convenient to both the sink and stove. We start our organizing project by evicting any intruders (rubber bands, pens, etc.) from our cooking utensils’ current home. Next, we go through the utensils and eliminate duplicates, seldom-to-never-used items, and impulse purchases. How many wooden spoons do we really need? Answer: one. I know it might be dirty when we need to use it, but we own a sink to wash it in. Do we need all those old, chewed-up spatulas? Are we likely to use that candy thermometer again? Wouldn’t rubber bands, twist ties, and chip clips make more sense in a bin in the food storage drawer with the resealable plastic bags and plastic wrap?



Now that we have pared down our possessions, consider storing the utensils in something other than a drawer. Too many utensils in a drawer fit awkwardly and bunch up, so the drawer itself is difficult to open because the ladle is having relations with the potato masher. Store them instead in a large countertop jug or canister so that everything is visible and easy to put away without having to open a drawer. Store your most often-used items in the canister and leave the lesser-used items in the now roomy and clean (give it a quick wipe) but less convenient drawer.



Easy Utensil Organizing


	Remove “intruders” from the cooking utensil storage area.

	Get rid of duplicates and rarely used novelty pieces.

	Store the most often used cooking utensils in a canister.








Tupperware TNT


PROBLEM

“Every time I take out or put away Tupperware, the cabinet just seems to explode and a cascade of Tupperware comes tumbling down.”
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Too much inventory, precarious stacks of yogurt tubs, nested containers, and lids stored separate from tubs, make this an inefficient, cluttered cabinet.








SOLUTION

Defusing the Tupperware bomb requires reducing your stock to a number just shy of what you think you need and committing to a limited number of sizes. The marketers want you to believe that organization means matching the perfect sized container to every possible volume of leftovers. But we know that good organization is NOT about being prepared with the perfect tool for every job, it is about being resourceful with the few tools at hand. A typical singleton may need retain only five pieces. Of course, the calculus will differ for every household—hunters, families of five who brown bag daily, and so on. But always the goal should be to figure out how one can get by with the fewest number of containers. Owning just enough containers to store the last few days of leftovers will keep those leftovers on our radar and encourage us to eat—not waste—food. Yes, we will and should run short on holidays, but it is better to get resourceful with resealable bags and clingwrap occasionally than to clutter the cabinets with enough Tupperware to see you through the overland trip to China.
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Storing lids on their containers and stacking only like-sized containers allows retrieval and storage in one simple motion. More importantly, reducing the containers to a reasonable number eliminates the stress and clutter.








Tupperware Tips

1 Avoid nesting the Tupperware. Instead put the pieces next to each other, storing each piece with the lid on it, which eliminates the irritating hunt for matching lids. In homes that require a lot of Tupperware, stack the corresponding lids to the side. This marries space efficiency to acceptable effort and still eliminates the Great Lid Hunt.





2 Use Tupperware for food prep and serving dishes. When used in a way that saves steps, Tupperware can be very ADHD-friendly. For example, cooking (microwave), or making tuna fish salad, in a Tupperware container saves us from having to wash a pot or mixing bowl. Transversely, if we serve a casserole in a ceramic dish, we can avoid transferring leftovers to Tupperware by using plastic wrap or foil.



3 Do not use Tupperware to store dry goods. When used in a way that creates extra steps, Tupperware becomes our enemy. For example, transferring the cereal or pasta to Tupperware when it already comes in a perfectly good box is a waste of effort. However, if a task—let’s say scooping out the coffee—makes a daily mess because the bag is small mouthed and flaccid, transferring to a food container may be more efficient.



4 Use resealable plastic bags for leftovers where possible. It is not as green as Tupperware, but if it helps keep your kitchen and fridge clean, usable, and free of rotting containers of food, it’s a reasonable accommodation for those with ADHD.



5 Put Tupperware away wet. It doesn’t dry well in the dishwasher. Don’t put it in the drainer to put away later (adds a step!), just put it away wet. The world will not end.



Steps to Tupperware Reduction

1 Reduce Tupperware inventory. Five to ten pieces are sufficient for many families.



2 Throw out all of Tupperware’s poor second cousins—old yogurt containers, butter tubs, etc.



3 On garbage day eve, eat or ruthlessly purge the Tupperware contained leftovers in the fridge.



Which Tupperware to Keep

In choosing which Tupperware pieces to keep or acquire for optimum efficient storage, remember that your Tupperware should be


	Clear. Allows you to see what’s in it.

	Square or rectangular. Squared corners fit more efficiently in fridges and cabinets.

	Mostly the same size. A few extra small and large are fine, but most should be the same size as they will store more efficiently—either stacked with lids on, or for a larger collection that are all the same size, stacked bottoms with corresponding lid stacked to the side.

	Untapered. Containers that are the same size bottom to top allow more storage space for the same footprint.








Spice Rack Dilemma


PROBLEM

“I can never find the spice I want to use, and my spice rack is a jumbled mess.”
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Spice storage is inefficiently divided between a deep cabinet that obscures all but the front row of spices and a hard-to-maintain decorative rack.






SOLUTION

Make visibility the first priority, so that we can remove only the spice we need without the hassle of shuffling bottles around. Efficiency is achieved through reduction and improved access. In choosing a spice-storage solution—and there are many to be found in a quick internet search—be wary of those that need installation (just another project!) or that make it hard to see inventory. Those undercounter slide-out racks, for instance, are space efficient but require that you uncomfortably kneel and peer to read the tiny spice labels.




Cabinet Solution or Drawer Solution
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In both of these solutions, inventory has been reduced so all spices fit in one space. All spices, regardless of size or packaging, are visible and loosely alphabetized, and empty shelving is maintained.







As you weed your spices, ask yourself the following questions: When did I last cull spices that are more than a year old? Am I holding onto obscure spices purchased for failed recipes that will probably not be used again? Are my spices inconveniently divided between my cupboard and a decorative spice rack? Am I organizing them in fussy categories such as “savory” and “sweet?” Are most invisible because they live in a deep cabinet where only the front row can be seen?

If you answered “yes” to these questions, start by throwing out those decorative spice racks. It just takes too many steps to transfer the spices into uniform jars; we lose any sense of the age of the spice; and our spice collection will never perfectly conform to the labels on the rack. Many of these racks also make it difficult to put spices away; the “lazy Susan” spinning style is particularly egregious. Instead, identify a space near the food-prep area where you can install the simple wire-shelf spice racks available at any container store. Many of these do not need screws but merely clip over a door or cabinet door.

Gourmet cooks with larger spice inventories may need two racks installed on both doors of a double door cabinet. This rack should have the depth for a single jar or tin only. (Gone are the days of storing spices in front of each other!) Alternately, placing an inexpensive plastic insert (they are expandable) in a drawer near the cook-prep area can keep spices visible and convenient. Purge old, unwanted, and rarely used spices, and arrange the remaining spices in a single row in loose alphabetical order, leaving a little extra space on the shelf.



Spice Sense


	Throw away any spice that hasn’t been used this year—ground spices lose their potency after six months. For this reason, in future, buy the smallest container of any spice you can find—one that you will use up in six months if possible.

	Get rid of decorative spice racks and install a simple, shallow, shelf-style rack large enough to comfortably hold all the remaining spices with space left over. (Gourmet cooks may need to use two racks or a longer rack that runs the height of a door.) Or insert an expandable drawer organizer in a drawer near the prep area to hold the spices.

	Loosely alphabetize all the remaining spices.

	Place spices side by side in a single row so that ALL are visible.

	Whenever possible, buy fresh herbs; many grocery stores now sell them in small packets. Fresh tastes better—because the jarred spices start to lose potency in six months—and will help keep spice clutter at bay.








A Surplus of Small Appliances


PROBLEM

“I don’t have room to store all my small appliances, but I do plan on using them one day, so I’d hate to get rid of them.”




SOLUTION

A built-in lazy Susan–style cabinet is reasonable for those small appliances that you don’t use often enough to keep on the counter but that you nevertheless feel you must keep (and must you?). The heavy items can be tucked to the back, but easily retrieved by spinning the platter. Sometimes we dream we will use a pasta maker, but just never do. Once we may have ground the coffee, but now it wakes the baby. For those who have downsized, inherited items, or taken on a second job, appliances that at one time made sense may no longer fit in the current space or schedule. Whether it’s misplaced sentiment, unfulfilled dreams, or guilt at what something cost, consider that these are all terrible reasons to keep things—give yourself permission to dump the stuff and drop the guilt!



If a small appliance is rarely used, is broken, or duplicates the function of another tool (do you need both a toaster and a toaster oven?), then get rid of it.



Simple Rules for Small Appliances


	Look over the small appliances and get rid of anything not currently, regularly used, no matter what it originally cost, or who gave it to you. If it hasn’t been used in more than a year, out it goes.

	Identify small appliances that duplicate the functions of other tools and then eliminate any redundancies.

	Be wary of impulse gadget purchases. Many small appliances are not used often enough, or are not versatile enough, to justify the amount of counter and cabinet space they require.

	Rely on fresh ingredients; tasty meals are the result of fresh produce, not small appliances.








Knives Out of Control


PROBLEM

“I have lots of knives, but I use only a few of them because it’s hard to find time to sharpen the others.”
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Knives that are segregated and pointing in the same direction are safe and organized enough.






SOLUTION

Get rid of those dull, old, and unused knives—accept that you are never going to have the time to take on the duties of a cutler. Reduce your knife collection to the four or five knives that are sharp and used most frequently. The late chef Anthony Bourdain, author of Kitchen Confidential, admonishes us to procure one good knife and be done with it: “Please believe me, here’s all you will need in the kitchen department: one good chef’s knife, as large as is comfortable in your hand.” No doubt Mr. Bourdain is correct, but one or two small paring knives and a large blunt-nosed serrated knife can also come in handy.



The most efficient knife-storage system is a magnetic strip—but it requires installation, which may be one step too many. Countertop knife blocks are just one more clutter-y item on our counter and require a lot of attention to spatial relations and fine-motor movements to land the knife into the correctly sized tiny hole. The drawer style knife block can be preferable—longer slot, easier target, any knife goes in any hole, doesn’t clutter the counter but there is the extra step of opening the drawer. One could forego the knife block and use a small bin (even a sturdy cardboard box) to segregate knives in a larger drawer—point them all the same way and separate them from other utensils.



A magnetic strip that is screwed into the wall near the food-prep area is THE MOST convenient knife storage method.






Proliferating Pots and Pans


PROBLEM

“Even though I nest, I have trouble fitting all my pots and pans in my cabinets.”





Consider replacing your cook pots with attractive enameled-covered pots that match or coordinate with your dishware. Because they can be used for cooking, serving, and storing soups, sauces, casseroles, and mains, they save you from dirtying other dishes!






If the cabinet has a shortened upper shelf, store fry pans there with their long handles angled out towards the door—improved visibility and access means no stooping to retrieve or put away!





SOLUTION

Reduce your collection to four to eight of your most often used pots. Many households can get by with one to two fry pans, two saucepans, and one large cook pot. Omelet or Chinese food lovers may add an omelet pan or wok to their collection, but refrain from keeping too many specialized pots. With a touch of resourcefulness and a relaxed attitude, a fry pan can be pressed into service for omelets, stir-fry, and panini making—thereby eliminating three specialty pans that contribute to clutter.



All our pots should fit side-by-side, no pan in front of or blocking another, and no pot nested in another. Storing our cook pots unnested will also allow us to store pot lids directly on the pots. If our cabinet is very small, or our pot collection somewhat larger, then we may have to nest, but let’s limit it no more than two per stack. We can then install a small screw-in or press-on hook into the side of the cabinet or cabinet door and hang the bottom pans’ lids by their rims.
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Limiting inventory to four pots allows for easy storage—no rummaging or nesting required.
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A pot-stacker stores pots efficiently without nesting. Get one that doesn’t require installation, which may be more effort and an impediment. Look for an adjustable style that allows for varying heights and admits the possibility of storing the lid right on the pot.







[image: image]


Pot drawers trump pot cabinets. Note that we are limiting inventory, avoiding nesting.
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Over-the-door lid holders take a bit more room in the front of the cupboard and prevent some cabinets from closing snugly. They are very efficient and don’t require tools to install, but check the seal on the top of the cabinet door and measure door and lids before ordering.







Pot Protocol


	Designate an area near the sink for pot storage.

	Eliminate specialty pots and reduce the pot collection to no more than four to eight pots.

	Store pots so that no one pot blocks another and, if possible, avoid nesting.

	If nesting, install small press-on hooks or screw small cup hooks to the side or door of the pot cabinet and hang the pot lids of the bottom pots from them.

	Pots that are very occasionally used but are still wanted can be stored in a more remote (high) cabinet or between the top of an upper cabinet and the ceiling. Use a paper towel as a dust cover and keep a step stool nearby.

	Many people store baking pans in the warming drawer. In very small kitchens, store pots, pans, or baking pans in the oven itself.








Food Cabinet Follies


PROBLEM

“I forget what I have on hand and buy the same groceries twice, so my cabinets are packed to the limit.”
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Overcrowding and a failure to name this cabinet makes it hard not only to find a particular item but also to decide which items belong.






SOLUTION

Stop keeping a large stock of groceries “on hand.” Reduce food inventory to those food items you have imminent plans to eat, with no more than a couple of frozen dinner back-ups, then stick to the shopping list so that you purchase only those groceries needed for the coming week’s menu plans.



The most common culprit in food-cabinet clutter is food we have no plans of ever eating due to its age or lack of appeal, or food that we don’t end up eating because it was purchased outside of a menu plan. Tossing out all this food at once is too overwhelming, but we should have no trouble organizing our cupboards one at a time over the course of several days.

Use the cabinets farthest from the sink to store food. We can maintain clutter-free cabinets by suppressing the common tendency to hoard enough food to get us through a nuclear winter; after all, most of us live within easy driving distance of a grocery store. Consider that most of the food groups—dairy, meat, fish, and some fruits and vegetables all share the fridge. The food cabinets or pantry are storing just the carbs, legumes, and dried spices, so do we really need space equal to the fridge? Weed until there is empty shelving and try to retain that empty space. Maintaining open space will make putting away groceries a one-step task, appropriate for someone with ADHD. Be guided by the following rule: If a cabinet no longer has empty shelf space for groceries, then it is time to eat down our stock or make some donations to the food pantry and garbage can.
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Reducing the inventory, stacking identical items only, and leaving empty shelf space make it easy to store and retrieve food items. Naming the shelves—from top to bottom “snacks,” “breakfast,” and “cans”—gives a guide for which groceries and how many can be appropriately stored here.







Food Cabinet Rules

1 Never buy anything that you aren’t actively planning to eat in the coming week.



2 Avoid impulse shopping by purchasing only those items noted on the running grocery list (on the pad of paper you keep in the kitchen specifically for this purpose).



3 Don’t allow your cabinets to fill up; maintain empty shelf space.



4 Don’t worry about running out of something—running out is a triumph of organization! It means that you didn’t tie up your money in overstock or clutter your cabinets with excess; it means that you are frugal, resilient, and resourceful enough to cheerfully work though the toast when the cereal is gone.








Food Cabinet Cleanup

Here’s an easy way to organize a single food cabinet:

1 Empty the food cabinet and clean the interior.



2 Sort through the contents and eliminate old or novelty food items.



3 Cast your eye over the remaining food and divide it as best as you can into as many categories as you have empty shelves or further subdivide into pantry bins.



4 Name the empty cupboard shelves after those categories using the named aisles in the grocery store as your guide. For instance, one shelf might be called Snacks, with a nut bin and a sweets bin, another will be Breakfast, and a third will be Canned Goods. Now return only the snacks, cereals, and canned goods to the cabinet, being sure to place them on their respective shelves.



5 Do a quick survey of the other kitchen cabinets to move snacks, cereals, and canned goods found elsewhere into their new permanent home. Toss out items you haven’t touched in six months or are expired, so that you do not litter your newly organized cabinet with the old, the novelties, and the mistakenly acquired.



6 Place all of the food that was formerly housed in the newly organized cabinet and that does not now adhere to the cabinet’s new designation, in a more appropriate cupboard.



7 Take out the garbage and, if applicable, put a food-pantry donation bag in the car or in front of the door to the car.



8 Repeat these steps at intervals until all the cabinets are organized.





One should absolutely abide by the “best by” and expiration dates on refrigerated foods: meats, produce, and prepared tuna salads etc., but do expiration dates matter with canned goods and dried food? I’ve run the experiment in a side-by-side taste test. The food isn’t inedible, but it has definitely lost flavor. For me the line in the sand is the expiration date, and for some clients it is three months after the expiration. Find your line in the sand and stick to it.








Brown Paper Bag Storage

Store all brown paper shopping bags in the paper recycling bin. If we need to get ahold of one or two, we will know where to find them, and in the meantime, we won’t waste valuable kitchen cabinet space storing our garbage. If a household really does need to keep a supply try to find a narrow tall space–between the fridge and the wall perhaps—where they can be stashed quickly flattened without the need to fold. If no such space exists, place a tall slender box sideways on a shelf and fold the bags just enough so they slip into it. The box will corral our bags, keep them neat, and indicate how many we can keep. Once it’s full, we can throw out any new bags. As for those of you who feel they need more than three or four bags, I ask you, when is the last time you needed half a dozen brown paper bags, and if you did need them, wouldn’t you know where to get more?




Plastic Shopping Bag Storage

Plastic grocery bags and shopping bags are a common pest in many kitchens. The best way to tame that bothersome surplus of plastic bags is to shove them in a canvas bag, hung by one handle from a nail preferably in the kitchen broom/utility closet. Never allow the canvas bag to fill. Once it is half filled, throw out all new plastic grocery bags. If there are many small waste cans in the home and plastic bags are used in them for liners or you have another regular use for them, then keep a few more. Just be sure to set a limit that conforms to your space. As for those sturdy, handled paper shopping bags that you get from department stores and boutiques: Keep no more than three with the brown paper bags, and then, no matter how beautiful, get rid of the rest.





Green Shopping Bags

If you shop from your list, you are already helping the planet by buying less, so the use of canvas bags should be weighed by everyone in terms of stress and effort.

If you do use them, limit yourself to four. As they hold more, it will significantly cut down on the number of plastic bags that come into the home. Forgive any lapses—even if we use use them only 25 percent of the time, it will still make a big difference.
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The doorknob (or on the floor in front of the door) is a handy way station that will remind you to take your canvas shopping bags back out to the car, where they live, the next time you exit the house.








Dish Cabinets of the Damned


PROBLEM

“Our dishes are precariously piled in the cabinet and threaten to topple over—we can’t seem to find a good way to arrange them.”
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To remove or restore anything in this cabinet requires rummaging and rearranging graded towers of nesting dishes.






SOLUTION

Reduce the dishes in your cupboard to reduce rummaging. Keep only what can be stored without all that inefficient shuffling. It is frustrating and inefficient to be forced to lift, nest, and puzzle each piece into its unique spot—an overly complex organizing system that is the dish cabinet version of a Rubik’s cube. Strategic reduction of overstock—retaining only those dishes that are of similar size so that they can be stacked, not nested in a graded tower—will make it much easier to use those cabinets.
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The shelves have been named Serving Bowls, Bowls/Glasses, and Plates and all other items have been removed. Excess dishware was eliminated. Dishes are stacked rather than nested, allowing for the removal or replacement of a dish in one efficient motion.
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It’s too much effort to put a nested dish away at the bottom of the stack.
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On shelves that have sufficient vertical space, a shelf riser allows us to sort dishes by type with no inconvenient nesting. Check the sides of your cabinets, if there are holes for shelf pegs, and your inventory calls for it, you might add a whole shelf rather than a riser, but beware that this limits your space for taller items.







Decluttering Dish Cabinets

1 Remove anything from this cabinet that does not qualify as an everyday dish; we should be left with a stack of plates, salad plates, bowls, and, if the cabinet is large enough, glasses and mugs.



2 Discard any dishes that do not stack comfortably. It is acceptable to hold on to a series of bowls that are the same size but different colors, but we want to dispose of bowls that vary in size. They might tempt us to nest smaller stacks on top of larger stacks. We never want to have to lift one dish to get to another.



3 Reduce the dish collection to a number that will comfortably fit in the space; this means that there must be empty shelf space between stacks, even when every dish in the house is washed and put away. To achieve this, it might be necessary to get rid of the saucers entirely.



4 When returning the stacks of dishes to the shelf, line them up next to each other, not in front or behind, so that nothing needs be shuffled around to retrieve or replace a dish.



5 Separate the glasses from the mugs and return them to their own separate shelves or areas. Do not keep more glasses and mugs than will comfortably fit on this shelf. Do not stack mugs—our goal for this whole cabinet is easy in, easy out.





Make putting away dishes as fast and fluid as possible by designating the cabinet nearest to the sink/dishwasher as the cabinet for frequently used dishes. Items that are rarely used can be banished to more remote cabinets.









Dishwashing Diatribes


PROBLEM

“My countertops and stove are always overrun with dirty dishes.”
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A dish pan catches dirty dishes throughout the day and can be whisked aside when one must use the sink. It is full by dinnertime, but the volume of dishes is still small enough that loading the dishwasher, or hand washing, is easy AND efficient because we only opened and closed the dishwasher or, pulled out the washcloth, once.






SOLUTION

A large number of crusty, old, dirty dishes can be overwhelming and even paralyzing for someone with ADHD. To cut down on the unwashed mess, we first must limit the number of dishes in our home. Consider reducing the china to a volume that fills the dishwasher and not much more. It is better to be forced to run the dishwasher or wash a small number of dishes more frequently, than to have a kitchen always buried beneath dirty dishes.



There are two or three system changes I suggest that many clients tell me have profoundly improved their quality of life, and one of them is to clean the kitchen every night. It is just so worth it to wake up to a functional kitchen and start your day with a clean slate. Cleaning the kitchen at night when we are pooped is tough work, but it is a bigger drag to wake up to a kitchen that impedes our ability to make meals. As one clever reader put it, “Wash dishes at the end of the night—no matter how painful it is. It’s a lot better to have your coffee as soon as you get up.”

Let’s see how we can disarm those dirty dishes and keep the kitchen functional.



To run the dishwasher or not to run the dishwasher? We run the dishwasher at night, even if it is partially full, if there is no room for all of tomorrow’s expected dirty dishes.






Avoid moving food and dishes out of the kitchen. If you must have entertainment while you cook or eat, put a TV or radio in the kitchen, or bring your hand-held device to the table. It is easier to find a corner for a small TV than to be constantly picking up dirty dishes all over the house.






Locate dish cabinets conveniently near the sink and dishwasher (cookware has the next priority for sink/dishwasher proximity), so it is efficient to put dishes away (finishing task!) in one single motion. No staging on counter or shlepping across the kitchen necessary!





Disarming the Dirty Dishes


	No matter how excruciating, clean the kitchen nightly! Washing before the food is caked on is less work. If it is done every night, it shouldn’t take long and the AM is set up for success.






	Share the load—everyone, kids too! Body doubling while doing dishes every night keeps everyone on task and it’s good bonding time. Singletons can create a three-to four-song cleaning playlist.

	Its OK if doing the dishes starts by unloading the dishwasher. Not everyone has time to unload in the AM. Make the first song on your dinner play list, the “Unloading Dishwasher Anthem.”

	Give tasks that are naturally grounding to the ADHD family member. Having one’s hands in the warm soapy water or on a broom handle will keep people on task. Putting the food away is episodic and can lead to wandering.

	Cook more one-pot meals. Meals that use less than three pots, pans, and bowls to cook make dish duty less overwhelming. Give preference to meals that easily scale up (stews?) so that you can eat them again later in the week, halving the dishes.

	Own just enough dishes to fill the dishwasher, and not many more. That way, everyone is motivated to run it after dinner (full or not if there isn’t room in it for tomorrow’s dishes), and empty it, regularly.

	Consider sorting the flatware in the basket while loading by placing spoons together, forks together, and so on. It requires a little more concentration up front, but once a habit, the flatware basket can be unloaded in about four motions as you pick up and put away all similar silverware together in one movement.

	Keep a dish pan in the sink. For those occasions during the day when you can’t get the dish in the dishwasher, at least if the dirty dishes are in a pan, they can be moved aside easily if someone needs to use the sink. And anyways it is more efficient to open the dishwasher fewer times. But draw a line in the sand: when the dishpan is full, load the dishwasher.

	Place a dry rack next to the sink. This visual clue separates clean dishes from dirty.

	Designate cabinets and drawers near the sink and dishwasher for china/cookware/flatware so it is quick to put them away

	Use attractive lidded enameled cookware. They double as serving and storage pieces reducing dishes. Whenever possible, line baking/roasting pans with tinfoil or parchment paper to ease cleanup.

	Substitute Tupperware for food prep and serving bowls further reducing dishes.

	Use paper plates when circumstance’s dictate. Offset the carbon footprint of paper plates by purchasing dishwasher powder in a cardboard box rather than plastic micropods or single-use jugs.

	Keep the kitchen garbage can open, convenient, and accessible.
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A dishpan with a jumbled, unfolded, heap of towels, dishcloths, and sponges provides sufficient organization. Dishwashing liquid sits next to the sink and old, extraneous kitchen cleaning supplies have been eliminated so that the cabinet contains only those supplies for which there is an imminent need.







Dishtowel Dos and Don’ts


	Clean sponges, dishtowels, and dishcloths can be kept, jumbled and unfolded, under the sink in a plastic dishpan. There is no need to fold your clean dishtowels; if they are in a roomy, segregated, and dry space, they are organized enough.

	A hook screwed into the side of a cabinet is a quick and easy way to provide a convenient home for the damp dishtowel. Every house needs a drying rack next to the sink as a visual cue to cleanliness; dishes left on the counter can too easily get mixed in with dirty dishes.

	When your dishtowel is dirty, throw it in the direction of the laundry room, perhaps dropping it at the bottom or top of a staircase (a staging area) if the laundry room is on another floor.
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A dishwand encourages “clean as you go” maintenance—the most efficient system there is, as dishes become harder to clean once food is dried on.








Problematic Paper Products


PROBLEM

“My cabinets are filled with leftover paper plates, miscellaneous plastic cutlery, and other birthday party and holiday supplies. There are not enough for another party, but it seems a waste to throw them out.”
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Open packaging, leftover party supplies, an unnecessary variety of plate sizes, and a pickle jar with an inadequately small “mouth” for utensil storage creates a stressful and inefficient paper storage space.






SOLUTION

Designate a cabinet or shelf as the Paper Products Area, and then remove anything that is not a paper product from that space. If using paper plates for meals to stay on top of the dirty dishes, it is worth taking a couple of steps to ensure that these items are stored in an organized fashion. Although it is acceptable to put an unopened stack of paper plates under the stack that currently in use, it is imperative that the first time we take a plate from the new package, we discard the packaging. I cannot tell you how often I transform a paper products area from unsightly and unusable clutter to an efficient and organized space merely by removing all that plastic wrap that keeps everything from stacking nicely, interferes with everyone’s ability to retrieve needed items, and just adds a vibe of clutter and stress.
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Open packaging has been removed, leftover party supplies are almost used up—rather than saved for the next event—and utensils have been dumped into an open loaf pan. Smaller plates and novelty items were discarded to make more room.
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This paper towel holder allows you to replace paper towels in a simple motion—no time wasted unscrewing a decorative knob first. The napkin basket is preferable to the upright holder—it is easier to load and holds more napkins, so loading frequency decreases.







Paper Simplifying Tools


	Keep a sizable basket—one that will hold a 4 or 5-inch (10 or 15 cm) stack of napkins—on the table. Do not use an upright wire-rack-style napkin holder; they never hold enough napkins and are awkward to load.

	Procure a paper towel dispenser with a freestanding arm that allows one to drop the paper towels onto it in one simple motion. Those that force us to unscrew a decorative knob or play with a spring are inefficient.

	A loaf pan is a convenient tool for storing plastic utensils—just dump them in willy-nilly from the box. If a more organized look is preferred (why?), use a drawer insert flatware tray to divide the utensils.





Don’t clutter your cabinets with a pack of turkey napkins and a half-dozen birthday cups that you are saving for next year; use up your decorative specialty napkins, cups, and plates in the days following your event.









Kitchen Garbage Gripes


PROBLEM

“My partner never throws anything out. Even if it is obviously garbage—used napkins, banana peels, wrappers—he just leaves it on the kitchen counter! And our porch is always full of garbage bags that he forgets to (or doesn’t have time to) bring out on garbage day.”




SOLUTION

Make your kitchen trash can more accessible. The number of steps it takes to access the trash discourages your partner, so instead they leave those gremlin-like gifts of garbage on the counters. Remove your trash bin from under the sink or counter, take off the lid, and place it in a convenient location. If you still have child locks and the children are in elementary school, remove those too. Or leave the trash under the counter but remove the cabinet door. We want to make it as easy as possible for him to wing that refuse into the garbage.



Staging the garbage in an out-of-the-way porch is an inefficient extra step to taking out the trash, and it drops the garbage off your partner’s radar, so he forgets to take it out. Furthermore, the system of taking out all the garbage in one big chore on garbage day can be ADHD-unfriendly, as it turns a series of small tasks into one big, overwhelming task.

To solve this problem, make the stair landing your garbage staging area. Once a garbage bag fills, it should be left in front of the outside door so that it is convenient for you or your partner, every time you leave your home, to scoop up the one or two bags that are blocking this primary exit and take them to the outdoor cans as you go out the door.
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Garbage problem







[image: image]


Garbage solution
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Recycling problem
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Recycling solution







Cleaning Supply Chaos


PROBLEM

“I try to keep most of my cleaning supplies in the kitchen, but I leave them all over the house.”





Organization is about finding a balance between having enough duplicates to store things where you use them but not filling your storage areas with duplicate inventory or keeping too much just-in-case inventory in remote locations.





SOLUTION

Your cleaning supplies are scattered because you use them in many areas of your home. Remember the rule: duplicate where necessary to store things where you use them. Storing things like cleaning supplies where you use them is particularly important in an ADHD household, where jobs are easily started but not so easily finished. It is fine to stick with the traditional method of storing cleaning supplies under the kitchen sink or, if you have children, in a high kitchen cabinet. But you should have a duplicate set of cleaning supplies under every sink in the house. That way, said supplies are quick and easy to retrieve the minute we notice a problem, and we can put them away with minimum fuss.



Also keep modest cleaning supplies handy for small spontaneous jobs. A container of disinfecting wipes along with a wastebasket should live in just about every room in the home. While it is doubtful that we will make the effort to fetch and then put away a bucket and damp rag for wiping down a smudged bureau top in the bedroom, we might make a quick swipe if there is a wet wipe within easy reach, which we can then wing into a convenient wastebasket.



Controlling the Cleaning Cabinet

While it is best to duplicate cleaning supplies and store them where we use them, there will probably still be a large, cluttered cleaning supply cabinet in the kitchen or utility room. Follow these six easy steps to get those supplies in order. If an efficient routine garbage system is already set up—the first thing I suggest we do in every home—there may already be a bin for hazardous waste.

1 Call the town clerk and ask for the date of the next hazardous-waste removal day, and then mark that day on your calendar with instructions to set aside twenty minutes the day before to go through your cleaning supply cabinets.



2 On the chosen day every year, empty out the entire cabinet or shelf and set aside anything for disposal that has not been used in a year.



3 Clean out the bottom of the cabinet with paper towels.



4 Return only cleaning supplies to this cabinet, and of those, only products that you regularly use.



5 Take a quick look in the basement, garage, etc. for more hazardous waste ripe for disposal.



6 Toss unwanted supplies, or if unopened or still full, put on the curb with a free sign. Put hazardous waste in the car to drive to the collection site the following day (set an alarm so you remember!).








Check that you can see all the cleaning supplies. If the shelves in a cabinet are too high, move supplies to a lower cabinet, corral smaller items in a clear bin or hang a small spice-style shelf within reach on the inside of the cabinet door to corral them.






Hiring a housekeeper for at least the bathrooms and floors is probably the most efficient and frugal expenditure of your resources when measured in currencies of time, stress, energy, and quality of life.






The Fetid Fridge


PROBLEM

“Even if I manage to grocery shop, I can’t fit things into the fridge, and it gets so gross so quickly that I just don’t even want to use it.”





[image: image]


A couple of clear fridge bins groups the cheese so we can see all the inventory together and prevent over-shopping, while corralling flaccid bags can eliminate spills and crumbs for easier maintenance.






SOLUTION

The solution here is a quick routine that utilizes our BFF—garbage day. Weirdly enough, this routine won’t just keep the fridge functional, it will also help keep grocery shopping, menu planning, and cooking streamlined and efficient. Additionally, it will eliminate the “ick” factor and shame of a sticky fridge loaded with rotting food.




FRIDGE MAINTENANCE

Keeping up with the fridge is a weekly maintenance task, so we want to keep it as efficient and painless as possible. Here is the secret formula for keeping the fridge functional:




On the EVE Of Garbage Day


	Eat leftovers because we don’t want to spend our time cooking.

	Throw the leftover containers in the dishwasher.

	Ruthlessly purge any other old food from fridge and put in trash.

	Give a quick wipe to any spills or crumbs or for long neglected areas use a hand vac followed by a wet wipe. Leave a damp paper towel on gooey spills for a few minutes to soften.

	Glance at the bread box and add any stale or moldy items to the trash.

	Take out trash.

	Once we are familiar with the contents of the fridge, we can do our menu planning and create our grocery list.





On Garbage Day


	Grocery shop and easily put food away in now near-empty fridge.




If the fridge is in bad shape, and you feel overwhelmed, it’s OK to do a drawer or shelf at a time.



Grocery Grumbles


PROBLEM

“I grocery shop, but I get overwhelmed, I forget something and then I don’t have what I need to make a meal, so I just give up and then end up wasting whatever I did manage to buy.”
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This dedicated pad of paper lives in the kitchen. Sometimes adding P for produce, D for dairy, M for meat, F for Frozen, or 6 for aisle 6 if you know that holds paper products gives us a quick way to peruse the list in the store without reading every item in every aisle.






SOLUTION

Cut yourself some slack, no one can remember a complete list of groceries. It has to be noted somewhere. The solution is to create an efficient, committed, convenient system for the grocery list that has buy-in from everyone in the household.



The grocery list should always be accessible in the kitchen—whether it be a smart phone–shared list, menu planning app, virtual assistant, or designated and distinctive pad of paper. Everyone in the house who can write, work the virtual assistant, or use the app, is responsible for maintaining the grocery list. Any staple that gets low—milk, toilet paper, soap, bread, coffee, toothpaste—gets added to the list.

If a staple isn’t on the list, don’t buy it! This is how we battle impulse shopping while getting buy-in from all family members to maintain the list. If milk is low, but no one put it on the list, everyone can resourcefully and resiliently get by with toast rather than cereal for breakfast this week. Next time someone sees the milk get low they will feel a sense of urgency about adding it to the list.

With our list we have eliminated the chore of hunting through the fridge and cabinets on grocery shopping day to see what staples we need to buy. The list is already extant and the work of creating it was shared. Most people tend to eat the same two or three things for breakfast and lunch, so those items are staples already on the list. That leaves only adding items for dinner. To do that, we need to embrace menu planning.


The Magic of Managing Meals

The basics to managing meals are as follows:




	Always keep a grocery/shopping list in the kitchen. Anyone who notices that something is running low is responsible for putting it on the list. The minute the shopping is complete, a new list is begun.

	Eat leftovers the night before garbage pickup, empty the fridge tossing old food (quick wipe of obvious spills or crumbs) and take garbage to the curb. Over dinner, compare calendars and come up with a dinner meal plan for the next week and ingredients needed for same (although one can create a permanent reference either digitally or on paper for this, it is easiest to use a menu planning app). Add these to this week’s on-going grocery list.

	Grocery shop weekly on garbage day, so fridge is empty and ready to receive groceries. Stick to the on-going list adding only three to five simple quick-to-cook-and-clean dinners.

	Rely on recipes that require minimal prep time and few cooking vessels. To further reduce effort, use other hacks (like lining pans, ordering out, paper plates, etc.) to streamline clean-up.

	Treat yourself to take out. If your budget can take it, there is no shame in relying on take out, selections from the prepped food counter at the grocery store, or fresh ingredient delivery services.

	Clean the kitchen every night. The first task may be emptying the dishwasher so that you can load it, making the kitchen functional for tomorrow.




Life Hacks for Menu Planning

Our goal in planning these meals is not to create gourmet masterpieces, instead we want simple, relatively healthy meals that three to four nights include fresh ingredients and all of which we can cook and clean in minutes.




	Start by planning only three dinners per week, increase if needed once there’s a routine.

	Choose meals that preferably take no more than 15 minutes to prep and cook, and certainly less than 30.

	Choose meals that dirty only two to three cooking vessels (pots, pans, mixing bowls, etc.).

	Double the portions on one meal each week that easily scales up and can be appropriately frozen, re-heated, or eaten cold later to reduce future kitchen chores.

	Have staples on hand of one dressing, one sauce, one rub, but use each up before adding another. Five salad dressings will just clutter the fridge while they age.

	For variety, supplement grocery lists with a weekly fresh herb, fresh citrus, and/or garlic.

	Have one or two diner back-ups that are always in the house and easily prepared. This could be instant ramen, frozen dinners, or instant soup.

	Ramen and kimchee are a good staple for leftover night. Use it as a base while combining all the old protein and veggies in a hearty soup. To cut back the sodium, use only half the flavor packet.

	Go ahead and buy salad in a bag or small containers of prechopped onions. Yes, it is a little more expensive than chopping yourself and they spoil sooner, but it’s less expensive than takeout and if it helps to get a meal on the table it is well worth it.

	Precooked meat or sides at the prepared food counter can help supplement meals or get them on the table while reducing clean-up.

	Order some extra rice if it’s on the takeout menu. It is cheap and it can be drafted as the carb for a dinner later in the week.

	Note which dinners are planned for which days on either the designated grocery list pad of paper, in shared family calendars, or in a digital memo.

	Download an app that will do most of the work. There are programs that allow you to note staples and then sort recipes by dietary restrictions (pescatarian), prep/cook time (under 25 minutes), number of pans used, and food preferences. You choose your meals, enter the number of people eating, and the program will create an integrated shopping list with quantities.





Recipes Run Amok

Most recipes will be downloaded from a website into a digital recipe folder or live in a menu planning app. No papers nor clippings necessary. For those few old family paper recipes, just stick them in an accordion folder. Sort loosely into categories (salads, soups, meat, and poultry, etc.) and label with a marker. It is good enough.
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Recipes torn from newspapers and scrawled on the backs of greeting cards are simply dropped into sections labeled with broad categories like Meat/Poultry and Desserts. This system is for those few paper recipes we already own that are special to us. Going forward, commit to a digital recipe file.










CHAPTER 2

THE DINING ROOM

DINING ROOMS ARE AN OPPORTUNITY FOR A CRAFT OR PLAYROOM. They tend to be one of the most underutilized spaces in a home. When they are messy, it is usually because adequate storage is not provided for formal dinnerware or because the top of the dining room table has become a dumping ground for backpacks and mail or it’s the scene of an ongoing project. In fact, because many people with ADHD are creative—artists, hobbyists, crafters—it often makes sense to either provide hobby supply storage in the dining room or redesignate it as a project room. Let us look at how shifts in lifestyle have provided an ADHD-friendly opportunity. If you live in an older home, have an eat-in kitchen, and tend to entertain informally, that rarely used dining room is ripe for conversion to a craft room, art studio, or playroom! To make this really work, one may need to install doors, curtains, or screens to hide what is now going to be a high-mess, high-clutter room. But if this shifts the clutter from the rest of the home, it is well worth it! Segregating these high-clutter activities in a single room behind a closed door keeps the rest of the home restful, low maintenance, and clutter free.
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The Messy Dining Room Table


PROBLEM

“My dining room table is often buried underneath craft projects and my son’s school papers.”





Is the dining room table cluttered with the materials from your latest unfinished project? For a smooth transition from project room to dining room, add a storage unit that allows you to clear out project supplies quickly and easily when it’s time to entertain.





SOLUTION

If you use the formal dining room only a couple times a year, then go ahead and redefine your dining room as a dining room/project room. If you have semipermanent projects always laid out, then you will need to add a hobby storage unit in the dining room so that project support items can be quickly and conveniently swept out of sight before dining. If your child will be doing their homework on the dining room table, you’ll need to provide a caddy for their stationery supplies, a basket for notepaper, a milk crate to recycle completed homework, and a waste bin for other trash. Leave an empty shelf in the dining room sideboard, so that when company comes, your child’s “desk” (caddy and basket) can be quickly swept out of sight.



Redefining this room, and our expectations for how this room will look, while employing appropriate storage to ensure that it can be transformed back into a formal dining room in under two minutes, will reduce stress and allow everyone to use it guilt free.



Tips for Formal Dining


	Store the formal china, serving pieces, and anything else that is used in the dining room in the dining room and nowhere else. Keep everyday dishes and kitchen appliances in the kitchen.

	If there are more dishes and linens than will comfortably fit in the current dining room storage pieces, then procure more furniture, or better yet, reduce inventory.

	Eliminate quilted dust covers and boxes for china—if china is in a cabinet or drawer they are protected enough.

	Reduce table linens to one per table size—vary the colors slightly so you know which fits on which (or write the size on the tag). Neutrals can be accessorized with disposable, appropriately colored paper napkins and table arrangements depending on the event (pink and flowers for Easter, orange and gourds for fall).

	Although one or two functional items can live on top of a sideboard, our goal is to keep it clear of knickknacks so that it is ready to serve its primary function as a staging area for serving dishes during formal meals.

	Consider eliminating the formal service. If the dining room is used for only one or two formal occasions a year, give your sibling Thanksgiving hosting duties and take on the 4th of July backyard pot-luck barbecue for your contribution. Invest in nice everyday dishes that can be used for dinner parties as well or commit to good quality paper plates.








Tackle a messy dining room by adding extra light. Good lighting is an important organizational tool; rooms that are underlit become cluttered more readily, as it is just too much strain on the eyes to stow, retrieve, and organize items housed in dark cupboards and shadowy recesses.






Unless you retain both the staff and storage found at Downton Abby, formal dining will be laborious and space expensive. Consider limiting your hosting duties to informal gatherings featuring nice paper dishes. Think of the time and space you will free up by eliminating all that stuffy formal service and the attendant chores!








CHAPTER 3

ADULT BEDROOMS

FOR SOMEONE WITH ADHD, THE BEDROOM CAN SERVE AS BOTH A REFUGE AND A HUB. All the many mediums and hobbies—TV, gaming systems, tablets, laptop computer, knitting, coloring—that the ADHD person needs to engage their shifting attention and interests wander into the bedroom. Reducing the inventory that traditionally belongs in the bedroom down to a spare and manageable number and creating organizational systems that the ADHD client can manage are the first steps to providing a true bedroom refuge. This will mean addressing clothes, shoes, and jewelry to ensure they all fit comfortably in bedroom storage, while casting a critical eye around and banishing anything—paperwork? bike helmets?—that isn’t used in the bedroom. Because the bedroom can be a hub for activities, we must also ensure that there is storage and easy maintenance for anything—electronics, crafts—that is regularly used in the bedroom. As always, purging no-longer-wanted items will help us achieve a functional and truly restful bedroom retreat.
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The Covered Bedroom Floor


PROBLEM

“My bedroom floor is a mess, and I can’t seem to keep up with it. It’s covered in dirty clothes, tissues, shopping bags, and boxes.”




SOLUTION

Move any small wastebaskets to a convenient spot next to the bed for use as a tissue receptacle, and place a large kitchen-sized basket next to the bureau for handled shopping bags and shoe boxes. Sure, it’s not pretty, but it’s effective. Ferrying all these pieces of trash one by one to a central wastebasket in the kitchen or elsewhere in the house is too many steps for someone with ADHD. It is more efficient to occasionally bring down a large full trash bag in one go.



By the same token, every bedroom also needs a large easily accessible hamper—it should not be shut in the bedroom closet as that adds a step to putting away dirty clothes. Survey the bedroom—where does the largest pile of dirty laundry sit? The hamper goes as near as possible to the spot where dirty laundry already lives. Hampers should be large enough that clothes don’t overflow before laundry day but not so large that they are difficult to transport. A tall, plastic laundry basket is your best option for a hamper, since it is naturally lidless, easily transportable, and eliminates the extra step of having to dump the hamper contents into a basket for transport. It is important that the hamper be lidless so laundry can be winged into it, in one motion, from almost any spot in the room.
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This small, decorative waste bin can’t handle all the packaging that enters the bedroom. It should be repurposed and repositioned near the head of the bed where it will suffice as a used tissue catcher. Procuring a BIG waste basket that can handle packaging—without having to be constantly emptied and serviced—would be an efficient solution that allows the owner to pick up the space quickly and easily.
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A large, lidless hamper out in the open can catche laundry in one easy toss and doesn’t need to be decanted before transporting laundry on wash day. The game of “hamper basketball” might even be a fun inducement to get the dirty laundry into the hamper.







Bed-Making Bother


PROBLEM

“My spouse never makes the bed. Even when I ask them as a special favor, they don’t get it right.”




SOLUTION

Simplify bed making so that spouses aren’t sabotaged by too many steps while performing—out of love—a task they may find inessential. Designer beds with tons of pillows and shams are lovely to look at, but they require too much upkeep for someone with ADHD. For some people (myself among them) having the bed made makes the room feel more restful and functional—especially on laundry day, when the bed is a handy folding surface. For others, making the bed has no impact on their quality of life nor functioning, and is in fact a daily time suck that is not worth their valuable attention. And it is unlikely that someone who doesn’t value a complicated, beautiful “bedscape” will have much motivation to re-create it.



In homes where a compromise is desirable, get rid of any pillows but those on which you sleep. Also avoid multiple blankets and spreads. A puffy, thick comforter, quickly pulled up, will hide a plethora of bed-making errors. Spend money on a gorgeous comforter, not on useless decorative pillows that are likely to languish on the floor.

Further simplify bed making by positioning the bed away from the walls; there should be no impediment to walking around the bed while making it. Avoid lofts (and with kids, bunk beds), as they make it too awkward to change the linens.
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This is how those “magazine beautiful” beds look most of the time.
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A puffy comforter allows us to make the bed poorly but sufficiently in one simple motion—maintainable and good enough.







Making Bed-Making Easy


	Place the bed away from the walls so that there is easy access to all sides.

	Keep only those pillows on the bed that are used to sleep—no decorative pillows and shams.

	Swap a puffy comforter for blankets and spreads—they are forgiving way to make the bed.

	Use a top sheet—they are easier to wash than comforters and duvet covers and provide a light blanket when the comforter is too much.

	Try zippered bottom sheets—they come in two parts and zip together around the edge—no contortions nor awkward mattress lifts to change the bottom sheet.








Disorderly Bed Linens


PROBLEM

“My bed linen closet is a mess, and I can’t ever seem to find what I want.”





Donate or toss old comforters, spreads, and pillows—they are space hogs.






Don’t put sheets with your regular clothes laundry. They’ll get wait-listed in the laundry line forcing you to pull out the spare sheets. Give each bed its own laundry day to increase the chances that the sheets will make it back onto the bed.





SOLUTION

Eliminate the need for a bed linen closet altogether by reducing your linen inventory and then storing the remaining sheets in the room where they will be used. If there are multiple beds of the same size in the home, then we will need only one set of spare sheets in that size. Linens should come off the bed only when we are on the point of washing them, and then ideally that same set should return to the bed that same day, eliminating hunting down the spare set and the “fold the sheets” chore from our life (not that I recommend folding sheets). To ensure success, start the linen wash in the morning only, as this allows for plenty of time to cycle them through and remake the bed well before bedtime. The extra set is for stomach flu or period days.



Folding sheets is a chore that can be completely eliminated. Keep a bin in the closet as a home to corral the one extra set of bunched up sheets—unfolded (or badly folded) and straight from the dryer. Yes, the sheets and pillowcases will be wrinkled, but do we care?

Do not store linens together in a central location. It is more efficient to store them near the bed for which they are intended. Reducing the linen inventory to two sets or fewer for each bed size should make it easy to fit the linens on the closet shelf of their respective bedrooms. Finally, assign each bed a color to clear up any confusion about which sheets fit which bed.

Mattresses don’t clean up well, so it is worth it to buy a zippered all-encompassing water/bedbug proof cover that permanently envelopes the mattress of every bed in the home. Also purchase a slip-on waterproof mattress pad to go on top of it. People who have periods should have two large waterproof mats that they can throw on their beds during their menstrual cycle. They look like waterproof towels, and are the washable-version of the disposable chucks that are used in hospitals. It is easier to wash the mats than the bottom sheet as the latter requires remaking the bed.



Bedside Mess


PROBLEM

“I like to do a lot of things in bed—read, work on my laptop, do a crossword puzzle—so there is always a big pile of junk on the floor next to my bed.”




SOLUTION

Get a bedside table that will support all of the activities that you pursue in bed, and if you share a bed, make sure that you have a bedside table for each occupant. Each nightstand should be stocked with tissues, a lamp, and a charging station. If your large bedroom trash basket isn’t convenient to the bed, then tuck a small wastepaper basket—handy for used tissues—by the nightstand.



People with ADHD tend to pursue a wider variety of activities in their beds than most people, so an adequate bedside table—large with shelving below—to support those activities is a necessity. Depending on the number and range of the activities, it may be necessary to add a second bedside table next to the first.



Determine Your Nightstand Needs

The only items that belong on the bedside table are those items you use while lying in bed—a book, your glasses, some lotion, a sleep bonnet, an eye mask, etc. Here is a simple chart to help you determine your storage needs:




	IF YOU . . .

	YOUR NIGHTSTAND THEN NEEDS . . .






	Talk on the phone in bed

	A pad of paper (sticky notes preferably) and pen




	Watch TV in bed

	A bin or basket for the remote




	Use your laptop in bed

	An open shelf to hold the laptop when not in use
A charging station
A cable organizer stuck to the side of the nightstand




	Floss your teeth or blow your nose in bed, file your nails, put on lotion

	A basket for toiletries only—nail file, lotion, floss
A small trash bin nearby




	Take pills in bed, use birth control, or other private activities

	A drawer, a covered basket, or an easy-to-open box for private storage




	Sleep with an eye mask, sleep bonnet gloves or other

	A bin to corral ‘sleep accessories’











The Buried Bureau


PROBLEM

“My bureau top is always buried under a pile of clothes.”
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Clean laundry never makes it into hard-to-open bureau drawers. For those who have large walk-in closets with shelves, the simplest system may be to eliminate bureaus all together. Baskets sitting side-by-side on shelves provide a simple one-step storage system.






SOLUTION

Clothes will never get put away if bureaus are bursting with clothes so that drawers don’t open/close easily and it is hard to fit more in. If drawers are naturally sticky, do whatever is necessary—consignment, internet swap groups—to procure bureaus that open and close smoothly, or eliminate bureaus altogether and employ open bins on shelves. Reduce your clothing inventory so that all seasons comfortably fit in the bureau drawers. Name the drawers and then store only those clothes that adhere to this name within that drawer.



Address accessories next: Get rid of the old and dated, then divide accessories into categories and assign each a location. This might include a scarf drawer, where we keep only scarves—don’t make it a dumping ground for unrelated items. Larger drawers can be subdivided with a clear plastic bin or shoe box, creating a belt and scarf areas respectively within that one drawer. If the belts and scarves aren’t mixed, the drawer will be organized enough. Some people can get by with one bureau, but organizing a bunch of categories (socks, undergarments, tights, scarves, belts, athletic clothes, slips, watches, glasses, jewelry, and camisoles) may require more than one. In divvying up bureaus, don’t fall back on the traditional 50/50 split of bureau and closet space. Assign more or bigger drawers to those who wear a greater variety of clothes and accessories. Consider as well, plus-sized or very tall people whose clothes just require roomier bins.

There may be some outfits—tuxedos and costumes come to mind—where all parts of the outfit are always worn together. In this case it makes sense to keep all the pieces together, so the bow tie and cummerbund stay on the hangar with the tux rather than get relegated to a belt and tie drawers. If something is always worn together, storing it all together will just make it quicker to put away.
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All clothes—summer and winter—fit in these bins after a successful Brutal Purge. The open system reduces labor as it allows this gentleman to put away laundry (finishing task) without opening drawers or even folding.







Keep your goals manageable and pragmatic: Once clothing items have been segregated to their correct drawers that are not overflowing, the job is done. Don’t aim for an impractical perfectionistic beauty by folding underclothes or rolling up socks. If you have the space, don’t fold jeans, bras, or any other category of clothing that won’t suffer from just being dropped in its drawer unfolded.






If an item of clothing is not yet ready for the laundry, then put it back in the drawer or bin. Do not worry that the lightly soiled clothing will “infect” the clean clothes. Instead worry that piles of lightly worn clothes will infect the bedroom with clutter.






The Sock Drawer Shake-Up


PROBLEM

“I have a lot of unmatched socks in my drawer. I can’t throw them out because every now and then I find the mate.”
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Socks of varying styles, memorabilia, jewelry, cords, and papers turn this from sock drawer to junk drawer. A small plastic drawer unit added one more irritating step to putting away hose, and so stands empty.






SOLUTION

Throw out all your socks. Identify a style of medium-weight sock that you can wear daily no matter the season and buy a couple dozen of that style in your two most often worn colors. Voilà! No more tedious matching issues—you will be down the cost of a couple of socks, and your drawer (if you don’t stack by color) will be a jumble, but you will have gained time, drawer space, and peace of mind. Go ahead and keep two or three pairs of specialty socks—ski socks, hiking socks, fuzzy socks, etc. If there are just a handful of pairs, efficiency is maintained.



If money is really tight, the other option is to weed down to ten to twelve pairs of socks. If there are only twenty or so socks in the drawer, it shouldn’t be too hard to find the match. Alternatively, one can give up on wearing matching socks—many people do.

As for tights, scale down to two to three pairs in your favorite two colors. If you get a run, you can resourcefully replace them with a quick stop at any drug, grocery, or department store.
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Socks have been limited to one style in the two most frequently used colors, eliminating any need to match and roll. Hosiery has been reduced to tights and trouser socks and then segregated into separate clear plastic bins (a shoe box would do) to prevent snagging. A couple of specialty socks are rolled and tucked in the back.







Multiplying Sportswear


PROBLEM

“I am active in several sports, but I can’t find a good way to organize all my stuff. My tennis outfit, riding clothes, and the rest of it are just in a big pile on my bedroom floor.”




SOLUTION

Keep the easy, one-step pile system, but modify it so that your piles of gear are up off the carpet in a designated bin. Pile your clothing in easy-to-access open-front plastic stacking bins found at discount stores. Place these bins side-by-side on a bookcase, along your bedroom wall in place of the former piles or tucked under short hanging clothing in the closet. Support items for sports or activities can be assigned to these bins. For example, you might need a workout bin, tennis gear bin, or beach accessories bin. If you don’t have room for one activity per bin, combine all in one bin, just make sure that it is large enough that items don’t spill out when you dig through. Although one might call this a DOOM box (“Didn’t Organize, Only Moved”), don’t be misled; grouping all athletic gear/clothes that are donned in the bedroom, in one bin in the bedroom, IS in fact organized (enough)!





Open-front bins are also useful for wardrobe accessories such as scarves, purses, shawls, or belts. There is no need to fold or organize the contents. If each bin holds one category or activity, we will have achieved an efficient and easy, though not particularly beautiful, organizational system for our wardrobe accessories, activities, and athletic endeavors.






The Jewelry Jinx


PROBLEM

“I’m constantly losing expensive jewelry—it really drives me nuts!”





The best place to store the bulk of your jewelry—even the most treasured items—is a clear plastic open tray, with built-in bins positioned in front of the mirror where you don it.






Purge your costume jewelry regularly; it dates like everything else.





SOLUTION

Reexamine how you store jewelry. A closed jewelry box in a bureau drawer requires too many steps to put each piece away, so it will get dumped on the dresser top, only to be inadvertently knocked off and vacuumed up. Open bins on top of your dresser allow you to drop in your jewelry in one motion.



If you regularly remove your jewelry far from the bureau, then you will need a few jewelry staging areas. A designated small bowl on the windowsill above the sink, a small box or dish near the sofa or at your desk and a dish on a table next to the stairs, will corral jewelry until it gets to its rightful home. With particularly treasured pieces, use the “sticky finger” method described on this page to get jewelry into the small bowl in a designated staging area or its true home.

Anyone who has long hair, and wears make-up and jewelry, will need a long, low bureau with a mirror above.
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Jewelry is stored in open bins on trays in front of the mirror where it is donned. Note the improved visibility when comparing the clear tray to the milky tray. When the bureau top fills, lesser used or expensive pieces can be quickly and conveniently stowed right beneath in open boxes in the bureau’s top drawer.







Jewelry Storage Tips


	Jewelry should be stored in front of the mirror where you put it on.

	Long necklaces belong on press on hooks.

	Clear plastic trays with OPEN (no lids!) bins make it easy to see and stow jewelry. Multiple little drawers and covered boxes impede access/visibility and should be shunned.

	Keep cardboard jewelry boxes lidless (store lids underneath) and remove the lids from any jewelry trays.

	Small, tangle-prone necklaces and bracelets get individual bins in a clear jewelry tray. Rigid styles can go all together in a larger tray.

	Rings and pairs of earrings can go three to a bin in a jewelry tray. Sort roughly by color or style (pearls, hoops, red, etc.).

	When the bureau-top tray overflows, expensive pieces and lesser used pieces can be quickly and conveniently transferred to lidless boxes in the top draw.

	Reduce packaging to just those cardboard boxes you’ve drafted as open bins, and two or three little mesh or felt bags for travel—dump the rest.

	Create jewelry staging areas—a small bowl/box will suffice for those areas (sink, couch, desk, table near stairs) where you regularly dump jewelry.
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For those on a budget, grouping open jewelry boxes in a shoe box lid is just as effective. An ice cube tray or egg carton is an affordable receptacle for earrings and rings.
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Plastic adhesive hooks are perfect for holding longer necklaces.







The Seasonal Clothing Conundrum


PROBLEM

“How should I store my out-of-season clothes? I hate doing it, and I usually give up mid-job, and by the time I finally finish, it’s time to switch them back.”





If you must switch clothing out of your drawers, schedule this activity for the day after the laundry is done; you don’t want to be continually plagued by stragglers that dillydallied in the wash.






Bulky sweaters and sweatshirts are space hogs. Reduce to two at most, so they fit in one drawer. By spring, they will be well worn, allowing you to toss and replace—guilt free—with the latest style.





SOLUTION

The quickest way to organize and simplify the seasonal clothing switch is to eliminate it altogether. Many bedrooms have enough wall space to accommodate a second or even third bureau. No one wants to go through the laborious task of switching all their clothes every season; it’s just easier to address a different bureau. Designate the larger bureau as the winter bureau because winter clothing is thicker. Be sure to limit your wardrobe to only that which fits in each bureau—only summer clothes in the summer bureau, etc.



If we absolutely do not have room for a second bureau and so must switch clothes, we can make the seasonal switch easier by storing out-of-season clothes in a trunk at the foot of the bed or in a clear bin on the top shelf of the closet. Rely on your creativity to come up with a way to store out-of-season clothing in your bedroom eliminating the task of hauling awkward boxes to the attic or basement. If possible, and for maximum efficiency, store in a way that comfortably allows access to both seasons during those pesky fall/spring months when temperature can rise or fall by 40°F over the course of a day. Additionally, do not retain more out-of-season clothing than be comfortably stored in the bedroom. That being said don’t use the seasonal switch to weed through your clothes—it can render the task overwhelming. If a space is stuffed, weed just that drawer until things fit comfortably.

Sentimental clothing should be kept to a minimum and size matters. Keep grandmother’s handkerchief but let go of her tweed coat. Keep the baby booties but dump the little league uniform. Keep the concert t-shirt (or better yet just the logo!) dump the Dracula Halloween costume. Then banish this memorabilia from your drawers and store it out of the way in an object memorabilia box.



The Unmanageable Bedroom Closet


PROBLEM

“I paid for an expensive custom closet, but it’s still disorganized!”





Do not allow other family members to share your closet space, and do not store your clothing anywhere other than your own bedroom.





SOLUTION

Closets remain disorganized because people create complicated storage systems instead of reducing closet inventory. A custom closet is not an organizational necessity. All that is really needed for an organized closet are hooks; cheap, open-front stacking bins and shelves; improved lighting, the ability to purge, and a few clever organizational tricks.





Sliding closet doors should always be removed; they prevent us from seeing the entire closet at once. Accordion-style doors or a curtain that can be pushed completely out of the way are good substitutes for those who object to an open closet.






Steps to Creating an ADHD-Friendly Closet

1 Remove anything in the closet (or your half of the closet) that is not yours and is not wardrobe related, EXCEPT for one set of bed linens. That’s right, do not allow other family members to share your closet space.



2 Next remove outdated, torn, ill-fitting, and novelty clothing until the size of your wardrobe comfortably fits in your closet space.



3 Improve the lighting in your closet or remove the door(s). If you can’t see comfortably, you won’t keep it organized. Sliding closet doors should always be removed; they prevent you from seeing the entire closet at once. Accordion doors or a curtain rod (longer than the closet is wide so that the curtains can be pushed completely back) are alternatives for those who wish to occasionally hide the contents for privacy or restfulness.



4 Install hooks in and around your closet for bathrobes, cardigans, and wet towels. It is quicker to use hooks than hangers. Over-the-door hooks on the bedroom door and heavy press-on hooks require no tools to install.



5 Arrange hanging clothes by length so that the space under shorter clothes can be utilized for extra storage.



6 Add cheap storage in the closet space you’ve created. Depending on the inventory (athletic clothing, shoes, hats, purses, etc.), some options include a shelf-style shoe rack, a stack of open-front bins that can be also be used side-by-side on shelving, lidless plastic bins, a unit with easy to open mesh drawers (see photo here), or some cheap shelves. Assign only one category per bin or drawer.



You have now created your own custom closet for less than a 100 dollars! But keep in mind that no matter how much work you or I put into this, we will never get your closet organized if you aren’t willing to toss out excess clothing and anything you haven’t worn in a year. Purge with abandon!
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Stacking bins hold accessories or corral supplies for activities—the top bin holds everything needed for a trip to the beach or pool.
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Organizing by length creates storage space underneath hanging clothes. A shelf-style rack is easiest for shoe storage and hooks provide easy storage, for sweaters and robes. The top shelf holds a single open bin for out-of-season clothes, a single change of linens, and a suitcase. Plastic hangers don’t tangle and help to prevent overcrowding.







Clothes-Purging Tips


	Discard old, stained, shabby, and ill-fitting clothing; if you haven’t worn it in a year, get rid of it.

	Do not own more clothing than you can comfortably fit, all seasons together, in your own closet.

	Make a list of your needs before shopping for clothes—avoid impulse purchases!

	Do not adopt a complicated system of “goes to my sister in Florida,” “take to consignment store,” “give to my neighbor,” and so on. Bundle everything in a plastic bag, put it in the car, and take to the nearest charity.

	Clothing must be in good condition to donate. Throw out those items that are stained, ripped, covered in pet hair (not worth your time to clean), and/or have missing buttons.








Clothes Hanging Hang-Ups


PROBLEM

“I lay my clean clothing over a chair in my dorm-room, but when the pile gets too high they fall off. My roommate gets angry with me because I’m not hanging everything up in the closet and our room looks like a disaster.”





Mulitiered hangers, space-saver bags, vacuum bags, and stacked bins all use space efficiently but waste time and effort. In organizing for ADHD, we always value efficiency of effort over efficiency of space.





SOLUTION

We all avoid hanging up clothing sometimes, but those with ADHD will not just delay battle, they will choose not to fight. The result is a layer of clothing covering the bedroom furniture and floors. Let us find a simpler method to get your clothes up and out of the way. Over-the-door clip-on hooks provide a quick and easy alternative to the chair for frequently worn items.



Some people manage better with hangers, others with drawers. Find your happy place and, if necessary, commit all or most of your clothes to the storage method that works for you.

If you are a drawer person in a college dorm, where the bureaus provided often have sticky drawers, and you can stash your bureau in storage. Replace it with stackable light mesh drawer units that open and close smoothly (see below). Alternatively, put a bin for clean clothes on top. On those occasions when you are deciding between outfits and just can’t manage to open the new smoothly functioning drawers and put everything away, the bin provides a temporary way station. When the bin eventually fills, it won’t be too overwhelming to quickly empty into the drawers below.



[image: image]


These mesh units stack, tend to open and close smoothly, come with clear liners, and provide some visibility. For those who work better with drawers than hangers, they may be an appropriate storage alternative.
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Felt-covered flocked hangers are a great option—they keep silky and boat-necked shirts from slipping onto the floor.
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Weeding, along with utilizing matching hangers, transforms a closet. An attractive, easy-to-use system like this one encourages follow-through.







Hanger-Savvy Tips


	Recycle metal dry-cleaner hangers the first time you remove the clothing to wear it.

	Eliminate tiered hangers; they look space efficient, but they are too difficult to use.

	Get rid of hangers that have swivel necks; they tangle with neighboring hangers.

	Large wooden hangers are fine if necks don’t swivel. They’re nice for holding pants and suits.

	Keep a stash of skirt hangers; the “jaw” style is easiest to use.

	Get an instant wow factor in your closet by replacing mismatched hangers with matching (plastic or flocked) hangers in one color and style. Repeat with skirt hangers.

	Weed the hanging clothes to a number that allows you to see all of them at once and leaves enough room to easily slide hangers back and forth—it just makes it easier to hang things up.

	If it is easier for you to stash in a drawer than hang (this varies by individual), invest in some stacking mesh drawer units, or stacking bins on shelves, and weed down to wrinkle-free clothing.








Shoe Rack Blues


PROBLEM

“I bought wire shoe racks and a hanging shoe bag—the kind with a pocket for every pair of shoes—but they are now mostly empty, and my shoes are all over the floor.”





Regularly purge old and unused shoes so your closet shoe shelf has plenty of room for shoes of all seasons.





SOLUTION

Spindly wire racks and floppy shoe bags require too much concentration (effort); replace them with bookcase-style shoe racks. This simple shelf style requires the least amount of steps to store your shoes and is most versatile for different styles of shoes. Place the rest of your shoes—dress shoes, out-of-season shoes, and specialty shoes—on the shoe shelves. If you have no empty shelf space, purge your shoe collection down to only the number of shoes that will fit comfortably on the new rack.



Athletic shoes can be stored in stacking open-front plastic bins (see Multiplying Sportswear) with their commensurate clothing, so a child’s tap shoes will be in a bin with their leotard and tights. If space is constrained, we may also wish to store out-of-season shoes jumbled together in a large plastic bin in this same closet or under the bed. But the gold standard is to weed our shoes sufficiently, all shoes, both seasons, until they fit on our rack. Of course, in the summer, the sandals will linger on the floor while boots will sit on top, but the seasonal switch will require little or no labor.



Accept that your most frequently worn shoes should be kept on the closet floor. Pick the three to six pairs that you wear most frequently and leave them there.
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Bookcase-style shoe racks require the least amount of effort to store your shoes and can accommodate various shoe styles.







ADHD-Unfriendly Shoe Racks

Avoid the following types of shoe racks—they’re less efficient than advertised:


	Canted wire racks: Heelless shoes fall off, and it requires too much concentration (effort) to fit even the heeled shoes on wire-bar-style racks.

	Cubby-style racks: It is too difficult to thread shoes into them, they cut down on visibility, and the cubbies are too small for boots or even men’s larger shoes.

	Shoe boxes: They are space efficient and neat, but it is too much work to put shoes away.

	Hanging shoe bags: Requires too much effort to stabilize a swinging shoe bag while you try to fit a shoe into a flaccid pocket or cubby.

	Benches that allow you to pull out a front panel, mailbox style: One can’t pull out the front panel while sitting on the bench; instead, we must go through a multistep process of standing, turning, and bending.










CHAPTER 4

KID BEDROOMS

AS MUCH AS POSSIBLE, YOU SHOULD ARRANGE YOUR CHILDREN’S BEDROOMS—and lives—in a way that encourages reasonable and sustainable organizational habits. Giving a child the ability to maintain their own space and possessions fosters self-esteem. How do we accomplish this? For starters, provide enough storage space in the child’s bedroom so that it is quick and easy for them to put things away. An ADHD child is not going to put their toys away if they must shift and rearrange possessions to make room. To keep their bedroom clean, they need a hamper, a garbage can, and some shelving. It’s equally important to purge old and dated clothes and toys so that the number of your child’s possessions is not overwhelming to manage and there is plenty of empty storage space. By providing adequate storage and limiting possessions, we will have simplified the cleaning process so that it is within the child’s capability to experience success.
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Retain your child’s room for his possessions only; do not allow other family members to use their closet or bureau.






Small Child, Big Mess


PROBLEM

“There is no way that my ADHD kindergartener is ever going to be able to clean their room.”





For an ADHD child, we limit indoor toys to a manageable level for everyone’s sanity. Outdoor toys, on the other hand—swing sets, tree houses, forts, basketball nets, etc.—can provide healthy, relatively mess-free activities for your rambunctious child.






[image: image]


Children can’t read the spines on books. This dishpan allows the child to flip through and see the covers while making it easier to put books away—they can just be plopped in the front of the bin.






SOLUTION

Enable children to clean their own rooms by providing easy storage solutions and by keeping the number of possessions down to a manageable level and then stick around, helping out, lending focus and giving encouragement while you complete the task together.



Reducing steps and materials is even more important for children than adults. If you have a playroom, you can pare your ADHD child’s bedroom possessions down to a few stuffed animals, a favorite toy, and books. Their self-reliance and self-esteem are more important than all that plastic, and we’ve created one more room that conforms to the 2-minute tidy up.

Once you’ve weeded your child’s toys to a manageable number in the bedroom, introduce storage. The most accessible form of toy storage is a simple shelving unit. Place lidless tubs or open-front bins on the shelves where they can store a few smaller toys. Avoid toy boxes or baskets of stuffed animals. They take up too much floor space without giving vertical storage, and the child will have to dump out the entire contents to get to an item on the bottom. Stuffed animals can go on the shelf.

Now that you have the right tools in place, give your child chores that you know he can do (picking up the stuffed animals instead of the whole room, for example), and remain present to keep them on track, perhaps singing a clean-up song. When they are done, shower them with praise—ADHD children, like all others, thrive on immediate gratification. The above system works particularly well in a home where children have a separate playroom. If the child’s only play space is their bedroom, inventory (toys) still needs to conform to storage, but necessarily more toys will live in the bedroom. Refer to chapter 7, The Playroom, for solutions that will also work in a bedroom space.


The Unmade Bed

If your child has ADHD, you will have to pick your battles, and bed making is likely to be your first surrender. Nonetheless, on those occasions when it is important that the bed be made, you will want to simplify the chore in order to enable your child to manage it. Of course, this will not be a perfectly made bed, but it can be good enough for the child to feel a sense of accomplishment and independence.




	Avoid bunk beds and lofts—they’re too difficult to make up.

	Pull the bed away from the wall so that they can easily walk around it to pull up the bedding.

	Reduce the bedding to a sheet, a comforter, and one pillow so that they need only pull up the plush (thick-enough-to-hide-rumpled-sheets-beneath) comforter and plump the pillow to create a reasonably made bed.

	Rid the bed of all but one, or at most two, stuffed animals.



Even the most distractible child can occasionally manage to make up a bed if they need only pull up the comforter, plump a pillow, and place one stuffed animal near the headboard.



If the child’s bedroom is also their playroom, then arrange the furniture so that the toy area is separate from the dressing area; it just makes the room easier to clean.






Weeding Children’s Possessions


PROBLEM

”I was tired of the under bed toy clutter so I put my son’s mattress on the floor but the room is still a mess!




SOLUTION

We don’t want to eliminate valuable space, we want to eliminate unneeded stuff. Your son’s room won’t declutter until we, well, declutter. Unfortunately managing children’s possessions is a hugely challenging task for anyone and doubly difficult for those whose executive function is variable. This is especially true in our consumer society that pushes every child to own a volume of toys only equaled in past generations by the scions of FAO Schwarz. And so, to manage toys requires routine and teamwork. This teamwork should include the other parent if possible and depending on the age of the child, a growing partnership as you teach them slowly and age appropriately how to manage their own possessions.



Even with a manageable volume, as children develop, their possessions will grow and change, so they will have to be weeded regularly. Let us look at how this is done.



While teens get absolute say over what stays and goes—those keeper possessions must be confined to their room. If they complain that the regular tidy up and monthly vacuum are too onerous, offer to help them organize (weed) to make things more manageable. For more information on helping teens with their possessions, see Teenager Troubles—Everything Out of Place.





Best Weeding Practices for all Age Groups


	Schedule: Starting in infancy, schedule clothing and toys weeding sessions about every three months as infant brains and bodies change rapidly. Schedule separate days for sorting clothes and toys; they are each a big job. By about age 3, this can be reduced to a biannual project in which you sort and then weed out the old, broken, never liked nor played with, and no longer developmentally appropriate items for donation or trash, or bin and label them with the age range for the next sibling. This is an adults-only project, as this age group is not developmentally ready to tackle this task. Eliminate items discretely while they are asleep or away. Somewhere between ages 6–8, depending on the child, we slowly bring them into the task, maybe including them for only one shelf or category as their attention allows. Schedule this before the holidays and birthdays to make room for in-coming gifts. At the end of the reorganization, place the next date on the calendar even if it is 6 months hence.

	Keep or Go?: During the biannual purges, we address every item with, “keep or go.” With tweens to teens, ask them the question and abide by their answer (not second guessing one way or another!). With the 6- to 10-year-olds, we may make another pass—or skip a category (party favors, fast-food toys) altogether and weed them ourselves when the child is not home. We do not want to torture our children with developmentally inappropriate decision fatigue. Usually it is best to schedule a separate day for clothes weeding. This will naturally be scheduled at the change of seasons or beginning of the school year. As clothes are weeded, make a list (on your phone or paper, but if the latter take a picture of it!) of what needs to be replaced for the coming season in a bigger size. Buy only from the list. If your in-laws bring over a trash bag of hand-me-downs, go through it and pull out ONLY what is about to fit and already on your list.







Do not buy junk at the register. Do not impulse-buy toys—or anything else for that matter.






Guard Against Overgifting


	Total number of birthday guests should never exceed the child’s age. And for slumber parties, half that number.

	Insist family members gift only at birthdays and holidays and only one gift per family.

	Strongly encourage activities like sport star meet-and-greets, museum excursions, and trips to the zoo rather than physical gifts.

	Santa should bring a number of gifts close to child’s age and no more. After age nine, gifts are fewer but may be more expensive.

	After age twelve, ALL gifts from extended family should be shared experience—tickets to events.








When asking ADHD children why they didn’t do or complete a task, and they say “I don’t know,” it is our responsibility to believe them. We don’t want to train them to lie because we can’t accept the reality of their unique brain.





	Donation and Trash: Put the to-gos in opaque bags and whisk them away to the trash or a charitable drop box as quickly and discretely as possible. No yard sales or saving for cousins—it can be hard for a child to see even a no longer wanted toy in another’s hands. We don’t want to induce “giver’s remorse.” And it is just too much work to hang on to clothing hand-me-downs for the cousins—unless you are going to see them within the week.

	Encouragement: Praise our children for every toy that is released—it is going to make some poor child happy (even if you know that the deflated ripped basketball is going to ultimately end up in the trash). Even with items they are comfortable trashing—go ahead and comment that it had a good life and “served nobly.” Make the easy and sanguine release of items and charitable giving part of family culture—no drama, just appreciation for what we had and joy that we can help others. Your children should regularly see your charitable donations on the front seat of the car and be familiar with the charitable drop box. Teaching them to let go of the no longer useful (trash) and no longer needed (donations) easily and happily is a parental gift that will forever improve the quality of their lives.

	Reserve: Save a bare minimum for younger children. In an ADHD household we cannot be storing and shuffling more than one bin of toys per developmental age. Once the youngest is done, get rid of everything. Keep one (and only one) small bin for the grandchildren, if we must . . . but won’t we be able to acquire worthy toys again?



Although everyone agrees that a parent has complete agency over weeding infant through K–1 toys, a handful of readers have expressed concern that for the elementary set I am suggesting tossing toys heartlessly and indiscriminately. So let me clarify. We are not dumping their treasured teddy bear; we are getting rid of those haphazard accumulations that they will never notice are missing to spare them (and beleaguered parents!) fatigue and frustration. I once asked my daughter—about 10 years old at the time—what she thought about my system. She stopped and said that she did realize that some toys had disappeared along the way, and that while she figured some had been lost, she also knew that some had gone to poor children, and that though she occasionally felt a little nostalgia for a toy, she wouldn’t let herself dwell on it, because those children needed those toys more than she did. Now that isn’t such a bad legacy, is it?



Say one nice or complimentary thing to our ADHD children every day. We must offset the unfair criticism they will sustain from the outside world.






Tips to Help an ADHD Child Organize


	Adjust any expectations for perfect order.

	Stay with the child through the reorganizing and any subsequent tidy-ups to body double and lend them focus. For very young children, this might include a special “clean up” song. For elementary kids onward, any high tempo tune will do.

	Reduce the number of materials in the room so that it is simple and easy to tidy going forward.

	Make sure the storage systems are easy to access (low-hanging shelves and hooks).

	Limit the scope of the chore.

	Praise specific things they cleaned lavishly (“Your toys look so happy in their home.”) when the job is completed or completed enough.








Use bureau drawers for clothing only; do not mix in toys, books, and mementos, as this will forever sabotage the ADHD child from keeping an organized room.






Do not keep an extensive wardrobe for your ADHD child—they will struggle to manage drawers that are overstuffed and overstocked. Constantly purge clothing that is old, too small, too stained, or that isn’t worn because it is itchy, irritating, or otherwise doesn’t “feel right.”





The Never Big Enough Bureau

Do not use a small bureau for children’s clothes. Although all their clothing may comfortably fit into four small drawers now while they’re wearing size 4, soon enough we will need that extra space for size 12. In the meantime, we can use the upper drawers of a larger bureau to keep more formal or special clothing or clothing they are yet to grow into, out of the child’s reach. Lower drawers should be reserved for those play clothes, socks, and underwear that they use most frequently. Each drawer is then given a specific name, such as sock drawer, underwear drawer, shirt drawer, or pants drawer, so that they can, as much as possible, retrieve their own clothes and make sense out of how to put their own clothing away.



If a child impulsively pulls clothing from their drawers or changes outfits several times a day, we may wish to reverse the order of the drawer contents to limit access to the clothing. Keep a couple of outfits in the lower drawers they can reach, but draft the higher, less accessible drawers and the upper closet shelf for the bulk of their wardrobe (just make sure that the bureau won’t fall forward from being too top heavy). By this same token, the open-front bin shelving system that is great for teens and adults may prove too visually stimulating and easily accessible for younger children, who can be tempted to pull items out and unnecessarily create a constant mess. Household stress will be greatly reduced if parents aren’t picking up an entire wardrobe every time they enter the child’s bedroom, and a three-year-old can clean up the mess they have made if it merely consists of returning half a dozen items to their drawers.



Excessive Kid Clothing


PROBLEM



“My son has tons of clothes, but he won’t wear most of them because the seams bother him or the material is too ‘scratchy.’”


SOLUTION



Get rid of the clothes he won’t wear and buy duplicates of those clothes he will wear, whenever possible. Many ADHD children exhibit tactile hypersensitivity, but there are ways to make them more comfortable and get more value out of clothing purchases. When purchasing underwear and socks for such a child, buy one pair in many different styles. Keep the items with their packaging so that when the one that “feels right” is discovered you can reference it and buy two-dozen pairs of that brand. Return or better yet donate the “reject socks,” and accept that although this method is going to be either more effort or monetarily expensive, it is the most efficient way to get through the morning dressing ritual. Keep an eye out for clothing lines that specifically create designs for children with tactile hypersensitivity.

Do not give up on a new “bad touch” item until they’ve run through the wash several times and had the tags cut out. The child will be much more comfortable if multiple washings have softened the fabric and the tags have been removed. Encourage alternative ways to see if clothes “feel right.” For example, let your son wear his socks and underclothing inside out if he wants. This really helps to reduce any irritation from tags and seams. Be aware that this sensitivity may wax and wane and clothing that ‘feels right’ one day may irritate the next day only to feel OK again on some later date.



The Dirty Laundry Dilemma

I was hired by an ADHD mom and her new wife to help them organize their new home, including the shared bedroom of the former’s eight-year-old twin boys and the room of her ten-year-old son. When I urged the mother to place an open laundry basket in the boys’ rooms, she replied that she didn’t mind (and it was just as easy) scooping the clothes off the floor on laundry day.

Unfortunately, leaving the dirty clothes all over the floor contributed to a distracting play area and generally messy room. After all, there is no point in picking up one’s toys if there is always dirty clothing strewn about. This mother’s efforts would have been better spent in procuring a couple of lidless hampers and placing them in a prominent spot in the boys’ bedrooms.

Although it would have been difficult for her to change her routine, and it would have taken some energy to urge the boys to use the hampers, in the end, enabling them to care for themselves would have promoted an organized and appropriate play space, less work and frustration for the parents, valuable social skills, and—someday—grateful partners.

Place a lidless laundry basket–style hamper in a prominent location in every child’s bedroom. No tucking it into a closet, as we want this to be an easy target when tossing in clothes. A tall laundry basket is best as it provides more volume for the same footprint.






Teenager Troubles—Everything Out of Place


PROBLEM



“My teenager has a large room with plenty of storage, but they are hopeless at keeping it organized.”
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Although the furniture is adequate, none of the shelves or surfaces have been named so this teen has no guide for organizing her possessions.






SOLUTION


Schedule a time together to do a quick purge of old or dated possessions. Next, identify together your teenager’s interests and activities and then designate convenient centers for each category. Provide storage for activity support items within those areas so that it is efficient (requires fewer steps) for them to put things away.



For example, in one teenage girl’s room, a middle shelf from each of two shelving units that “bookended” her dresser were designated for use as ancillary “vanity table” storage. Using these shelves guarded her bureau top from burial under an extensive collection of beauty products. A couple more shelves within this shelving unit were then designated for books. One shelf was appointed the task of holding open-front bins for dance and soccer clothes, and another for displaying decorative objects. The most inaccessible shelves at the top were used to display those toys for which she still had a sentimental attachment but never needed to touch. We were careful to leave empty shelving space as a staging area for school projects, etc. By defining each shelf (vanity, books, display, athletics, staging, sentimental items, etc.), we gave this ADHD teen a clear roadmap to tidying her room, and by helping her weed her possessions, we ensured that she need never rummage nor juggle to put things away.
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Naming the shelves—books, sentimental items, athletic accessories—immediately creates order. Beauty products have been corralled into open baskets to help clear off the dresser surface.







You’ll need to continually reassess your ADHD child’s needs as they grow and update their storage systems accordingly so that they are conveniently placed and easy to maintain.






A Note on Homework

Advise ADHD children to start with the easiest/shortest task first. It gets them in the zone and gives an immediate win. Many ADHD children do better in a system where the lectures are watched at home and the homework done in the classroom. This is particularly helpful if the child forgets their homework at home, though now with laptops and logins, this has become less of an issue. In districts with school choice, it may be worth asking about this model.






Teenager Troubles—Too Much Stuff, Too Little Storage


PROBLEM



“My teenager’s room is a disaster—every surface is covered with stuff—you can’t even see the top of her dresser!”



In September, place an empty, crate-sized recycle bin next to your teen’s desk. Do not empty until June. This way, weeding schoolwork from her backpack is easy and angst-free and mistaken discards can easily be found, as they have been “filed” chronologically in the crate.






A power strip and charging station in every teen bedroom will keep their devices out of your space and cut down on how often they steal your charger.





SOLUTION



The solution is to make weeding a biannual activity and to assess storage. Teenagers require more shelving in their rooms than adults do. Even with regular weeding their possessions will likely span a variety of developmental stages and they are often involved in myriad activities resulting in a buildup of stuff. As with the younger children, schedule a full day with your teenager twice a year preferably before the holidays and birthdays when new stuff may arrive. On the big day remember to help your teen clear the floor first, then the surfaces and then the interiors of drawers and closets. For more strategies, see Best Weeding Practices for All Age Groups.


How to Organize the Bedroom of an ADHD Teenager

1 Remove any games, toys, and clothes that they have identified as no longer developmentally appropriate.





2 Identify together activities that are currently pursued in the bedroom—listening to music, reading, playing computer games, make-up, hair, etc.



3 Choose a single activity and designate an area for it—listening area, reading area, computer area, dressing area, etc.



4 Introduce furniture and storage that can support this activity and place it in the appropriate activity area.



5 Corral support items for this activity into the appropriate storage—all books on the bookshelf, all beauty items in the vanity area.



6 Remove any intruders from the designated area—no clothes on the bookshelf, no makeup on the computer desk.



7 Check that the room has hampers (no lids!), trash cans that are big enough, and a charging station with power strip.



8 At the end help them get donations to the car, trash to the curb, and with any light cleaning; finishing is the hardest part of any project for those with ADHD—give them the win.



9 Teach them the mantra that inventory should conform to storage; that if they keep more “stuff” than can be easily stowed in the storage unit they will find it harder to function in that space.



10 Maintain through controlled shopping and by reorganizing the room twice a year. If the bookshelf fills up, get rid of some books before buying more. Controlled shopping can also mean reducing physical stuff and relying more on technology. For example, switching to an e-reader will eliminate “stuff” (books) but not experiences (reading).





Any teen who has long hair and/or wears make-up, and jewelry will need a long low bureau with a mirror, otherwise these items will compromise the bathroom.






A teenager should get the ultimate say over their own possessions. If/when they release something, do not second-guess them; get it into a donation bag and into the car promptly for drop off at a charity site.





Organizing vs. Cleaning for Teenagers

Let us again distinguish “organizing” as purging and reworking storage for efficiency; “tidying up” as just returning items to their respective homes, and “cleaning” as grime removal with a dust rag and vacuum. Previously we reorganized this teenager’s room with the goal that going forward they will be able to tidy and clean on their own.



Teenagers should be required to tidy their room weekly, and clean (which first requires tidying) once a month, or as the parent can stand. Personally, I think a once-a-month vacuuming is already an ambitious goal for a teen. Making it a routine—first weekend of the month, maybe—so they have a chance to mentally prepare rather than have a chore just “sprung” upon them will cut down on conflict.

While a parent may need to help with a major re-org of the whole room, if inventory has been reduced and storage made efficient, it is possible that this teen can achieve the gold standard: the two-minute tidy-up, followed by a 10-minute, at most, cleaning spree (blast the music!) independent of supervision. If not, the parent should be present to lend focus.

During those twice-yearly larger organization projects, we help teens to process their decisions by asking, without judgment nor agenda, “keep or go” on every item in the room. Whether it’s a Picasso or the cat’s most recent hairball, the decision belongs to them. The parent’s job is not to express an opinion, it is merely to ask questions and to process with their teen how they can make the room easily maintainable (easy to tidy up) and more efficient. We are planting the idea that nothing is permanent nor sacrosanct, and that they have agency over their possessions

As with every other area of the house, the more a teen owns, the harder it will be to clean. Keep this front of mind when helping organize the room. Ask them, “How can we arrange this so that it is easy to vacuum? To dust?” Our goal is to get the teen, on their own, to always consider efficiency and conclude that less is more. If the rest of the house reflects this value, then hopefully the teen will already be well on their way to working the calculus of time/efficiency/clutter/minimalism/convenience.

Teen’s possessions belong in their room, which is their job to keep clean. If we do not allow them to store their items all over the house, and we insist on regular tidy ups and less regular cleaning (with closed doors in the meantime), most teens will solve the equation of time and effort as a function of stuff.



Stuff Does Not Equal Happiness

The most important value we can teach our ADHD children before sending them off into the world is that “stuff” doesn’t bring happiness. Teach them to let go of the old and outdated easily and often and to be wary of new purchases. With fewer possessions, inventory will conform to storage. This doesn’t mean cramming the greatest volume of stuff into the available space through constant shuffling and rearranging, but instead creating an open, easy-to-use, half-empty storage system that can be accessed in one simple motion. In our rapacious consumption age, it is the rare family that values activities over material possessions. Help our children, our finances, and the planet by adopting that value system that gives preference to experiences over “things.”








CHAPTER 5

THE LAUNDRY

LAUNDRY IS THE TYPE OF CHORE THAT CAN BEDEVIL THOSE WITH ADHD. Because it’s an intermittent labor that requires lugging clothes all over the house, it encourages distraction while discouraging follow-through. Although there are a couple of organizational tricks of the trade that we can apply (such as duplication, sufficient laundry baskets, storing laundry items together, etc.) and a couple of specialized tools that can abate some of the challenges (a timer, hampers that don’t need “decanting”), we will only truly succeed in lightening the load by applying our two basic rules for efficiency: reducing the steps and reducing the materials.


[image: image]




Pile Avoidance


PROBLEM

“I start to fold the laundry, but then I get called away or see something else that needs to be done, so there are always piles of clean unfolded laundry on my couch, table—all over the house!”





[image: image]


The tall laundry basket makes an excellent hamper. Because it has no lid, one can just ‘wing’ the dirty clothes into it in one motion. And its handles and shape allow us to dump its contents directly into the wash, without decanting in steps. The shorter baskets take the clothes back to the room, so there is always a visual clue for what is clean and what is dirty. Note they are the same brand, so they store efficiently.






SOLUTION

To prevent this clothing infestation, take the basket of clean unfolded laundry directly to the owner’s bedroom. There is no reason for laundry to make inefficient side trips to other rooms in the house, where it will just need to be reloaded and transferred again. If you always fold laundry in front of a TV, then see if you can switch to podcasts or streaming on your device in the bedroom.



Once clothes are in the owner’s room, start by making the bed roughly, so we have a reasonable staging area. Pick out one item at a time from the basket, roughly fold (or don’t fold!), and sort into piles. For most clients I recommend that they don’t dump out the clean laundry as this will foul the folding area, which can be a problem when bedtime arrives if they’ve been distracted away in the meantime. However, some client’s complete the task more easily if they can dump and then pull out all the socks and pile them, then all the briefs and pile them. If that system is more restful for your brain, it is worth dumping. If you use open bins rather than bureaus (see here) then you might be able to wing clothes directly from the basket into the bin. If we need to dump the clothes because we need the laundry basket, then we need to buy more baskets. Do make sure that all the laundry baskets are the same shape/model, however, so that they can stack comfortably when not in use.

Reduce the chore of laundry even more by asking yourself, “Why do I wash every item after a single wearing when I don’t do physical labor? Why whiter than white? Why so many towel loads?” (Could it be marketers are promoting perfectionist standards to sell more soap?) Stop the insanity—don’t wash an item until it is noticeably soiled or stained. Ditto for towels and linens. For most of my clients, this simple mantra helps reduce laundry to a single load per person per week! This efficient system, which allows even an eight-year-old child to take charge of their own laundry, is the result of “radical” simplification. And it works!



Radical Tips for Limiting Laundry


	Don’t wash an item until it is obviously stained or odiferous.

	Limit the number of clothes you own. Dresser drawers must not be overstuffed, even at the end of laundry day; you will never bother to put your laundry away if you must wrestle it into a drawer.

	Reduce clothing inventory to just enough to get by for the week, (with some extra pairs of underwear and socks). Think of it as the college model; aim for a single load a week that stays on your radar because you are out of clean clothes and nearing your last pair of underwear.

	Eliminate ironing and specialty care clothes. Embrace permanent press, and wrinkle free fabrics.

	Eliminate sorting by color and temperature; warm wash and medium dry is fine for most everything. Avoid fading simply by washing less (wait until it is dirty, not just worn!).

	Avoid mixing the clothing of various family members. It is inefficient for clean clothes to go to someone else’s room waiting for a time when the laundress can do a mammoth and overwhelming “family sort.” No mixing means family members can do their own laundry if they (or you) so choose.

	Fold things roughly (slap-dash!) and wherever possible avoid folding at all, never fold briefs, panties, bras, undershirts, PJs, or socks—a jumble of panties in a drawer with nothing else mixed in is organized enough.

	Eliminate sock matching and rolling (see here).

	Reduce towels to one bath towel per family member, two for those with long hair. Wash them infrequently (a clean towel on a clean body doesn’t need to be washed after every use). Store them on the door hooks in the owner’s room (no folding!), so they can get thrown in with the owner’s weekly laundry, eliminating the need for a “towel load.”

	Don’t wash sheets on laundry day. Wash only after they become gritty or grubby. Start them in the morning so the same set can go back on the bed in the evening—forever eliminating sheet folding. In fact, never fold sheets, give each set its own bin where they can live in a crumpled ball in the closet of their respective bedrooms. Angels won’t weep if the sheets are wrinkled.

	Every bedroom in the home should have a lidless, portable laundry basket. These allow family members to toss in clothes into the machine in one movement without having to first decant from a hamper to a basket.





A dedicated timer that turns off only manually will keep laundry on our radar. Sticky notes and a marker are another reminder system. We can slap a note on the kitchen counter reminding us to switch laundry to the dryer before leaving the house.








Getting Radical with Family Laundry

Rejecting perfectionism while embracing an iconoclastic get-it-done-system will transform laundry from a chronic pain to an efficient, doable task. As long as wardrobes are kept to a reasonable size (allowing for a single load per family member per week); the need for transferring from awkward hampers is eliminated; the sort by temperature and color “requirement” is abandoned; the hijacking of clean clothes to the couch is foresworn; the inefficient intermingling of various owners clothing is eradicated; and perfectionist folding duties are eschewed, any non-ADHD child over the age of eight and any ADHD teens and adults should be able to manage their own laundry.



Within this system, however, there is room for adaptability. Here are several family laundry “plans” that fall within the parameters. Choose the one that works best for your family:


	The “Whole-Family Laundry Day” system: On laundry day (Saturday, or whatever day works best) everyone totes their laundry basket–style hamper to the laundry room. Without sorting for color or temperature or mixing family members, an adult cycles each person’s load through the machine on a neutral setting (use timers, so things cycle through promptly!). That evening, each person returns the basket of their single load to their room and folds (or not) and puts away their own laundry. If possible, have the whole family do this at the same time to “lend focus” to the ADHD family member.

	The “Individual’s Laundry Day, Every Man for Himself” system: If you are the only ADHD member of your family, and the children are eight or older, then household stress will be reduced if every family member is responsible for their own laundry, which should be a single load on one’s specifically assigned laundry day. It usually works best if this goes sundown to sundown so the family member runs their laundry through the washer in the evening, and then switches it to the dryer in the AM (if they forget, they can do it directly after work or school), giving plenty of time before the end of the day to get that single load put away. (Use a sticky note or timer as a reminder to switch)

	The “Individual’s Laundry Day, with Support” system: This is the same as above, except that during the day, if the family member is off to work or school and there is a stay-at-home parent, they can switch the load into the dryer. By evening, the owner should return the single load of clean laundry to their room, fold (or not), and put away.



Assigning family members their own “laundry day,” whether they do it themselves or need a work from home parent to move along the load while they are in school, will give everyone both a routine and a sense of urgency around the laundry (because their access to the machines is limited). As it happens, routine and urgency are both excellent aids for those with ADHD.

Keep a few varied colorful pads of sticky notes and a marker in the laundry room—family members who can write, but do not yet own a personal device equipped with a reminder alarm, can write themselves a quick laundry reminder and slap it on whatever surface is likely to catch their eye first thing in the AM or after they get home from school.

If laundry continues to prove problematic, it is perfectly reasonable to drop off the laundry weekly at the wash-and-fold service provided by some laundromats. Clients whose budgets allow for this have had success getting their laundry done when it only requires unpacking a bag of clean folded clothing and slipping it in their closets, bureaus, or bins.



Do not pack off your college kid with a month’s worth of clothing. That is an overwhelming eight loads cycling through in a remote laundry area! Better they should run out of clothes once a week and then stand staring at the dryer in their bathrobe, totally focused, because they are hungry and need clothes to enter the dining hall.





Tools for an Efficient Laundry Room

Consider the following organizational tools in your laundry room:




	Trash bin: Keep a kitchen-sized garbage can in the laundry room for lint, irredeemably shabby clothing, and general trash.

	Timer: Set a digital alarm for each load; the buzzer on most washers and dryers are too soft and shut off automatically, which leads to laundry loitering in the machine. If your phone alarm is already overused in the day for medications etc., then invest in an obnoxiously loud old-fashioned egg timer with no automatic shutoff designated for laundry.

	Ironing board: Get rid of it. Purchase only wrinkle-free or perma-press clothes. Keep the iron (or steamer) for the one or two occasions where formal dress is required—one can iron on a table or bureau covered with a towel.

	Laundry baskets: Own enough laundry baskets, and make sure these laundry baskets are matching so that they can compactly stack when not in use and are of a style that is easy to lift and pour in one motion.







CHAPTER 6

THE LIVING ROOM/FAMILY ROOM

THERE IS OFTEN ONE ROOM IN THE HOME THAT SERVES MORE THAN ONE FUNCTION. The family room might be more than a family gathering area: It might be both a space to entertain guests and a children’s play area. In an ADHD home, the room might also serve as an art studio or craft area. Bills will be paid, and meals consumed in front of the TV. Tools, art supplies, computer support paraphernalia, papers, and dishes will all migrate into the family room. With so many functions, it’s no wonder that living rooms and family rooms are often the eye of the clutter storm. To curb this problem, we will first need to divide this common room into zones or areas. If we keep the activities and support items for our areas separate, we will avoid major clutter.
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Family Room Fiasco


PROBLEM

“I use the living room for doing arts and crafts projects, while watching television, surfing the web on my laptop, and folding laundry. My partner gets angry that all my stuff is in the way.”





If you have the space, move crafting to its own room, such as an underused dining room, guest room, or finished basement. Ultimately, it is easier to add a small TV to a remote area than it is to cram crafting and living space together.





SOLUTION

Many people with ADHD are highly creative, and typically they divide their attention among several activities. If activities are pursued in the family room, make a comfortable and reasonable place for those activities and acquire appropriate storage to support it; then, in the interest of family harmony, reduce your inventory to a volume that will fit in that space and storage.



Partners usually prefer the couch, coffee tables, and end tables be left open for family use, so let’s find additional space for our various activity supplies. How is this additional space created? Place a long table with a rolling chair behind the living room couch and add a series of tall shelves within reach of the rolling chair. This way, we can paint, sew, craft, or use our laptop at the table and still see the TV without crowding the couch or the coffee table with stuff. Designate one bank of shelves of a nearby shelving system for tools/materials associated with each activity: painting materials, sewing tools, craft supplies, and computer accessories. An empty shelf should be reserved on each shelving unit as a designated staging area for projects in progress. A rolling tabletop cart—outfitted with a brake lock for stability—can provide a secondary working surface for you—in front of the TV—that can easily be moved aside or adjusted when traffic in the home increases at the end of the day. If any category of supply starts to grow out of its designated shelf space, you must weed until it again fits on its appropriate shelves.
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A long table and nearby shelf keep craft supplies in the family room but out of the everyone’s way. Taller bookcases would provide more storage should it prove necessary.
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For those who find this many categories confusing, a quick labeling with a marker, sticky notes, and tape can help.







If the living room/famly room doubles as a playroom, divide the space into a play area and family-gathering area. Group the furniture to create a cozy and inviting conversational area for family togetherness and TV viewing. In the play space, set toy-filled bookcases around the perimeter and retain an open center area for gross mother play




In very small apartments, it may be necessary to use a fold-away lap table on the couch and stash crafts in bins on a bookcase in another room or under a bed. Here again inventory must conform to storage, so one craft per bin and choose a craft that fits in the home. We can’t take up marble sculpting in an apartment, we must confine ourselves to pencil sketches and needlepoint. And always, completely clear one craft away before starting another.

In most every home I organize, we co-opt an end table, a coffee table drawer, a bag that hangs from the end of a chair, or preferably a small book case next to my client’s favorite seat as storage for this de facto ‘hub’. A bookcase is best as it provides plenty of space accessible from their seat while masking visual clutter from the room. By keeping our supplies tucked on lower shelves we can keep the surface clear. When you set down your phone it won’t be hidden among the clutter! If we use a drawer, we tend to keep it half open, so its contents are visible. This ‘hub’ storage might contain a bin or pouch for toiletries (nail files/clippers, glasses cleaning cloths, lotion), a bin for office supplies (sticky notes, sharpie, earbuds), a bin in which to drop jewelry, a bin for remotes (if near the TV), and space to store crafts. We also plug a charger into a nearby outlet with a cord long enough to reach their seat. And finally, a trash can is placed within easy reach. We may duplicate these supplies at other ‘hubs’ like the bedside table and desk. Every ADHD home should have a trash can in the family room and any other rooms used daily.
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A small bookcase makes an excellent end table next to the couch. The top can be kept clear, yet all the items one uses there are visible when seated at the couch. If we stored those items on top and you put your keys down, you would never find them! The toiletry items in that white dish and the sticky pad and marker in a bin have been duplicated and placed in bins or half open drawers in other areas of the house including the bedside table and desk drawer. A small, white dish catches jewelry and is also repeated in strategic areas of the home. A bead craft project can be easily accessed and stashed. Chargers are plugged into an outlet behind the shelf and their long cords, which reach to the couch, hang from press-on hooks applied to the back of the shelf. A trash can catches used tissues. This bookcase-end table combination appears in the photo on this page. Note how convenient and visible it is to couch users without creating visual clutter.
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I recommend against decorative, well, most everything, and certainly anything that requires maintenance. A beautiful piece of art hanging from the wall would be just as attractive while requiring NO work. But if plants are your absolute jam, reduce labor by limiting to a few cacti and succulents that require less watering and group them in one spot as close to a sink as practical







Food And The Family Room

Make a rule that meals, snacks, and treats are not allowed in the family room, with a very occasional adults-only exception. Food should be confined to the kitchen. If we need entertainment while we eat, we can put a small TV or radio in the kitchen or confine ourselves to playlists and podcasts on our hand-held devices. It is easier to add an electronic device to the kitchen than to be constantly scrubbing sticky jelly fingerprints from the walls, vacuuming crumbs from the couch, washing juice stains from the rugs, and gathering dirty dishes from every corner of the house. Free yourself from all that extra labor by sticking to the “food belongs in the kitchen” rule.





Top Living Room Organizational Tools


	A long table and rolling chair that can be placed behind the sofa.

	Tall bookcases to hold craft supplies and shorter for use as end tables.

	A rolling tabletop cart or fold-out lap table.







End tables make great living room staging areas. They do not accumulate clutter as one might think—instead, they reduce clutter by keeping it off the floor. Without them people will set their drinks on the floor where they will get knocked over and make a mess.






Obsolete Electronics


PROBLEM

“My ADHD partner still has every computer they ever owned. They even have their old stereo and turntable, although they only listen to music from their phone.”




SOLUTION

Call your town hall to find the date of your next hazardous waste/electronic recycle day, or town pickup, mark it on your calendar, and then cut the cord. If there are computers that they are saving because they want to retrieve data, find a service, and send those computers off so they can manage whatever data recovery is possible—these services will then recycle the hardware. It is typical for me to find a backlog of old computers, TVs, and other electronics in an ADHD home. Not because the ADHD family member wants these items, but because the multistep process of sending them out for repairs/data recovery, and or appropriate disposal is just too many steps, none of which are urgent.





Clearing Out Electronics

1 Dispose of redundant devices and old electronic equipment the minute you have a newer model. For example, get rid of your old television as soon as a newer model is purchased. Do NOT just haul it to the basement.



2 Call or check the website for your municipal waste department or private waste-removal service for their rules, fees, and pickup and hazardous waste day schedules. Many electronics can go right in the trash. If you have old monitors or televisions, look at the websites of a few big box electronic stores, as many will take them immediately for a minimal fee.



3 Schedule the drop off or pick up. For a site that is “always receiving,” pick a day and write it on the calendar so the chore gets done. For set hazardous waste drop-off or pickup days, mark your calendar, and move the equipment out near the car or garbage area.



4 If you have items from which you want to recover data, bite the bullet and take it to a service. They will then recycle the hardware for you.





Making Media Progress

Marketers have always shouted that to do without is an intolerable deprivation. I encourage all my clients to ignore these salesmen and identify the unique tradeoff between owning vast, unwieldy libraries and making do without. In my personal tradeoff for instance, it just isn’t worth owning any music; I can make do with the radio. For many of my clients, however, the music collection has been that one indulgence of large inventory they maintained even though we brutally purged every other category in their home.



But things are changing. We can now maintain large collections of music, movies, and books without the resultant clutter. Apps allow us to create playlists, and satellite radio provides endless variety. Movies can be ordered up online or streamed to our computers, and books can arrive instantly on our e-readers.

But what do we do with the backlog, the books and CDs we already own or have received from the estate of an elderly relative?


	Donate all books (keep one bookcase with some sentimental favorites). All new purchases should be for e-readers or eBooks from the library.

	Donate all CD’s if donation sites you are driving by anyway accept them, if not, put them out with a free sign or stick them in the trash. Download, stream music, or listen to broadband or satellite radio.

	Throw out VHS tapes and DVDs. Now that we have streaming, no one uses these. If the media contains family pictures or the like, one can still toss, send to a digitizing service, or throw in a box in a remote storage area to deal with in retirement or leave to the grandchildren. It isn’t urgent.

	Cancel print magazines and newspapers and unsubscribe from catalog mailing lists. Maintain one or two online magazine or news subscriptions.





As soon as your electronics become redundant or outdated, recycle them.






Tips for Media Management


	Collections: Don’t collect. The most efficient system is the one that doesn’t require managing inventory—think streaming, e-readers, and good old-fashioned radio.

	Manuals: They are all online, so go ahead and toss them. If you must keep (why?) then place them as near to the electronic or appliance as possible. If there is a drawer or cabinet near your TV, slip the manual inside. If not, stash it behind the TV. For basement appliances the manual can go in a gallon-size (4.5 L) resealable plastic bag on top of the furnace or tape the bag to the side of the washer/dryer. Alternatively, every manual can go in an accordion folder—sometimes we make one for the kitchen, one for the garage one for the office, or we throw them all together in a box, but in both instances, you will be forced to weed through occasionally—wouldn’t it be easier to toss and find them online if you need them? If you know how to operate the equipment, don’t be afraid to throw out the manual.

	Remotes: A large, open, shallow basket conveniently located on your coffee table or end table is an easy target in which to drop the remote. Or if you want to keep the surfaces clear, a half open end table drawer will do. Choose the table that can be reached—without stretching or bending—when you are sitting in your favorite chair. Use neon stickers on dark remotes so they are easier to find. A reader’s tip: put glow-in-the-dark stickers on your remote controls so they are easy to locate in the dark.

	The box it came in: Throw out all the space-gobbling packaging that came with your electronic components. Wait a week after setting up your new equipment—if it doesn’t appear to be a lemon, then go ahead and throw out the box. If you move, you can always find another box.










CHAPTER 7

THE PLAYROOM

AN ADHD PARENT, AND THE PARENT OF AN ADHD CHILD (WHO MAY MANAGE TO PLAY WITH EVERY SINGLE ITEM IN THE PLAYROOM IN ONE DAY), WILL GREATLY BENEFIT FROM AN EFFICIENT PLAYROOM ORGANIZATIONAL SYSTEM. Our ultimate objective in organizing the playroom is to limit the number of toys. One common mistake made by parents of ADHD children is to provide extra toys because the children are so distractible. This is unnecessary as an ADHD child’s creativity allows them to use a small number of toys in many novel and imaginative ways. And toys that are played with often break more rapidly, allowing room for new toys. New toys create variety that is more stimulating than large collections of old toys. Limiting the number of toys also fosters the self-reliance and self-esteem that come with picking up and putting away their own possessions with minimal supervision. Likewise, an ADHD parent is not going to have the motivation or stamina to organize large collections of toys for their child. The less cluttered your playroom becomes, the less stress and disorder you will be forced to endure.
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Toy Migration


PROBLEM

“My ADHD child picks things up in one room and then drops them in another—their toys are everywhere!”





Healthy activity is encouraged, and family stress reduced when parents invest in outdoor toys. Skip the puzzle table with a million pieces in favor of swing sets, basketball hoops, and tree houses.





SOLUTION

As mentioned earlier, my husband used to call our daughter “The Randomizer.” Accept that your child will always be more likely than other children to move their toys—and some of yours—about the house, but minimize the migration by designating acceptable play areas.



Toys should not take over every corner of the house; it does children a disservice to teach them that their activities and interests take precedence over the activities and interests of others. Parents may be mistakenly led into believing that a home overrun with toys is a child-friendly home, but the goal should be a family-friendly home that promotes consideration for all.

To make the home family friendly, set a rule that toys must be kept in the playroom. This may be a finished basement, an over-the-garage bonus room, a converted living room or dining room, or one end of a bedroom, or family room. Corralling toys into concrete play areas outfitted with storage enables an ADHD child, whose distraction might make him appear less considerate, to chip in at pick up time and alleviate that unfair impression of laziness. Dividing the playroom into even smaller areas, like “play kitchen” and “train area,” lets us assign more manageable cleanup projects to the ADHD child. Instead of overwhelming them with the task of tidying up an entire playroom, we can instead ask them to tidy up just the trains.



The Case of Multiplying Toys


PROBLEM

“I am running out of space for my sons’ toys, and neither one of them is much good at cleaning up.”




SOLUTION

You are not running out of space, you just have too many toys. The toy inventory needs to match the available toy storage space within the playroom and needs to be reduced to a level the children can manage. If your child has to shift things around in order to put his toys away, then those toys are never going to leave the floor.



All children have closure issues when it comes to giving up toys, yet it is not in any child’s best interest to keep every broken, abandoned, or developmentally inappropriate toy. In fact, it is vital we teach our ADHD children that all things are ephemeral; that the art of letting go casually and matter of factly is as important to their future health and happiness as dishwashing and bathing. This crucial lesson will require both our sensitivity and our continued leadership. For more on how to weed toys, see Best Weeding Practices for ALL Age Groups.

Regularly schedule the bedroom or playroom “organizing” (weeding) chore in the weeks leading up to birthdays and major holidays.



Trust children: If they say they don’t like it or won’t wear it—even if Grandpa made it—then don’t second-guess them, get rid of it.






Toy Troubles


PROBLEM

“The last owner installed beautiful custom cabinets in what is now our basement playroom. This makes plenty of room for all the toys, but somehow the cabinets are always empty, and the toys are all over the floor.”




SOLUTION

Ignore that beautiful but non-ADHD-appropriate custom cabinetry and procure cheap open shelving and some open-front bins or lidless clear tubs in which to store your children’s toys.



For children, cleanup must be a quick, easy, one-step process. Opening a cabinet door is just one step too many for any child, much less a child with ADHD. Open shelves—uncrowded and outfitted with open-front bins and clear lidless tubs—are the simplest method for easy “wing it in” tidying. Do not bother labeling bins: if they are clear, children will be able to determine which is for what. And finally, embrace the key benefit of having a designated playroom—close the door and hide the mess.



Within the playroom itself, specific play activities should all have their own nearby storage solutions for ADHD-child-friendly tidying. For instance, the large toy kitchen appliances go together in one corner to create a play kitchen. A discrete number of play food items and dishes can be stored in a clear open tub on top of the play fridge.
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Open-front bins and clear open plastic tubs on shelves provide an easy target during cleanup. Stuffed animals and large collections have been reduced to a number that not only easily fits in the available storage but also conforms to a manageable number for an ADHD child to pick up.



Simple Rules for Toy Storage


	Provide open shelving in the play area.

	Never store toys in front of or stacked on top of each other.

	Each category of toy should have its own shelf or bin.

	Trucks, dolls, and stuffed animals should be lined up on shelves, not dumped in large toy boxes that take up useful floor space and encourage manic decanting and its subsequent mess.

	Use shallow, clear bins to corral, without obscuring, collections of toys on shelves.

	Use open-front bins for easy access to collections of toys on shelves.

	Every toy in a bin should be visible at a single glance; if you must decant or dump to locate a toy, so that you need to make a mess just to play with that toy, then reduce the collection.

	Some toys will require more than one bin. For instance, fashion dolls may require a clothing bin and an accessory tray for little shoes and other accessories.

	Avoid plastic drawers; they can be difficult to open.

	Avoid open mesh containers like milk crates—small items fall through.

	Avoid overloading children with too many toys or large collections of a particular type of toy.
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Deep opaque containers require that children dump the bin to play, immediately creating a mess and subsequent chore.
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Shallow, wide-open bins allow the child to reach in and grab only the pieces they need.







An ADHD child will struggle with the maintenance of large toy collections. Do not sabotage them with an unwieldy, unnecessary, and probably unappreciated thirty action figures. After all, the child has only two hands.




Children with ADHD can have difficulty with transitions, and most thrive on routine. Make tidying up a defined part of the daily routine. We will need to break tasks down—tidy up the trucks rather than clean up the room—and stay in the room to provide focus for our children or work together with the child. For this reason, schedule toy pickup for a time when other duties won’t distract. Do not attempt to supervise cleanup while prepping dinner.

If there’s a stay-at-home-parent and a working spouse that comes home at a regular time, schedule tidy up so that it is finished right when they walk through the door. That way the spouse can also provide immediate positive feedback: “Wow! The trucks are all picked up! I’m very proud of you!” Instant gratification is vital for ADHD children.

Young ADHD children cannot be set out into the wild on their own to do chores as they will be eaten by the lions of their distractibility. This does not mean that they don’t get chores, like everyone else they should be required to pick up their own messes and pitch in on family upkeep, but they will need to do that at a set time and with another person.



Everyone should be responsible for picking up after themselves which includes dinner dishes—a daily Team Family chore, but outside of that give children no more than one chore a day and only on non-school days—that way when they are done, they know they can relax—which is so important for an ADHD child.






Toy Collecting

The ADHD daughter of a former client fell in love with the first book from a series called The Boxcar Children. This child eagerly anticipated school library day so that she could check out the second and then the third book. Her mother, who also battled with ADHD, went out and bought every Boxcar book published (at that time more than forty books!). Although this was done out of love, forty-some books is an overwhelming reading list for anyone, never mind a child with ADHD. An eagerly anticipated and joyful treat had thus been transformed into a discouraging and burdensome obligation.

The lesson here: Avoid comprehensive collections that can overwhelm a child and take the novelty out of a special toy. Remember that children have only two hands, so how many race cars/fashion dolls/books can they possibly hold? Usually it is the parent’s perfectionistic need to “complete the collection” that drives this overaccumulation—not the needs of the child.






Don’t overcrowd play areas with oversized toys like foosball, air hockey, and leggo tables. Be sure to limit large toys so that open space is preserved for wrapping-paper-roll sword fights and blanket forts.






If you don’t have a designated playroom, make a rule that racetracks and forts must come down at the end of the day (or weekend). Otherwise, the children will move on and appropriate other areas of the home for their toys and games.








CHAPTER 8

THE BATHROOM

THE BATHROOM IS THE FIRST CHALLENGE OF THE DAY FOR SOMEONE WITH ADHD. Managing the products and supplies required to get through the morning routine in a timely fashion is probably the first strain on the schedule. Efficiently cycling the no-longer-needed items out of the bathroom, while providing convenient storage for only those items that are used in the bathroom, may provide a chance to get ready and get out of the house on time.

But let’s also turn a critical eye on all those beauty products and accompanying routines. Do we really need a 45-minute makeover every morning? Have the marketers convinced us that we must smell like tropical fruit, sport the skin of a newborn, and model the hairstyle of a Louis XIV courtesan before venturing from the house? Maybe all of that was necessary back in the day, but in the modern age, almost anyone can walk from the house “au naturel” without sending small children screaming or turning strangers to stone. In fact, men do it all the time.
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Every bathroom in an ADHD home should contain a large kitchen-sized garbage can for empty bottles, rejected products, packaging, expired medications, used feminine hygiene products, and wipes.






Limited Bathroom Space


PROBLEM

“I have lots to do before I get out in the morning, but my bathroom space is really small, so there’s no room for all my stuff. I knock things over, and it takes me forever to get ready.”
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Any toiletry item that you use daily should be left out on the counter next to the sink corralled in a bin to prevent things from falling and which can be easily moved aside to clean the counter.






SOLUTION

Do less. Re-examine the need for all the lotions, creams, extensive daily makeup regimens, and aftershaves. Whittle down the products to make more space. Simplify the routine if possible: Reducing a forty-five-minute beauty routine to five minutes will help you get out of the house more easily.



Organize your daily essentials in a small bathroom with little built-in storage by leaving them out in the open. Any toiletry item that you use daily should live out on the counter next to the sink. A plastic basket—with slotted sides for ventilation—is the perfect tool for holding all your daily supplies. That way, you only need to lift one item, rather than many, when you need to clean the bathroom counter.



Basic Bathroom Organizing Tips


	A set of cleaning supplies and a roll of paper towels should be kept in or near the bathroom. Every toilet deserves its own toilet bowl brush-fill the reservoir in the stand with cleaning solution eliminating the need to pull out the cleaning bottle every time.

	If you disrobe in the bathroom before you shower, add a tall laundry basket to use as a hamper.

	Get rid of that small decorative wastebasket (it’s inefficient because it needs constant emptying) and replace it with a tall lidless or swing top garbage can. It may need that cover especially if there are menstruating humans and dogs in the home.

	Keep a box of baby wipes on the back of the toilet or a tub of disinfecting wipes under the counter for quick swipe-and-go cleanings.

	If you have the means, it is well worth the money to hire a cleaning service for the bathrooms and floors.








Unfinished Bathroom Duties


PROBLEM

“My ADHD teen shares a bathroom with their non-ADHD sister, who complains of things left soaking in the sink.”




SOLUTION

Congratulate yourself that you have at least managed to get your ADHD daughter to soak items in the sink rather than leave them stained and crumpled on the floor. Now you just need to give her an easy, convenient alternative so that when she can’t manage to finish the job, her sister will not be confronted with an unpleasant task to use the sink. A small plastic tub, like a lidless baby wipes tub, should live near the sink, readily available for soaking those period panties. Yes, there will still occasionally be an unpleasant view on the counter, but at least no one need clear anything from the sink to brush their teeth.



ADHD teens need to be brought along a step at a time; compromises must be made, and squeamishness must bow to efficiency and reality. In a house of menstruating teens, hygiene supplies should not be kept hidden in the back of a cabinet several feet away from the toilet but kept out in the open on a shelf or in a bin within easy reach of the toilet. In fact, I recommend this in all homes, ADHD or not, in which anyone is menstruating. Those who do not menstruate can learn to live with these items in the family bathroom as a courtesy and convenience to half the population.



People who wear makeup, jewelry, or have long hair should have their own long, low bureau with a mirror in the bedroom for make-up, jewelry and hairbrushes/ties to take pressure off the already taxed bathroom counter and sink






The Overcrowded Medicine Cabinet


PROBLEM

“I got fed up with things tumbling out of my medicine closet and sorted them into black plastic tubs. It looks nice, but now I can’t find anything.”





In this day and age, the average teenager has more “product” than the vainest 1960s starlet. Reduce to one shampoo bottle, one tube of toothpaste, one bar of soap, and maybe a bottle of lotion. With a mere three to four products, your bathroom will organize itself.





SOLUTION

Throw out the tubs and replace them with open-front bins, or lidless clear plastic shoe box style bins (lids can be stored underneath), that allow you to see your medications at a glance. As you make the transfer, throw out anything that you never use, don’t use anymore, or has expired. Be sure to have a large garbage bag handy for this chore; you will be amazed by the number of items that have expired! Even sunscreen and lotions have expiration dates.



Purchase only those medications targeted for current or regular ailments. For people who regularly use common drugs like ibuprofen, by all means, purchase an economy-sized bottle, but don’t buy the bottle just because it’s on sale. Remember, we are not the drugstore, and it will probably expire before it’s used up.



[image: FIRST AID COLD/FLU SKIN CARE/SPF HAIR CARE]


These bins make it easy to find toiletries and even easier to put them away in a single toss. Note that they are named like the aisles of a drug store.
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A wire rack on the back of the bathroom door provides storage for medicines and toiletries. Shelves are named like the aisles of a drugstore, and inventory is reduced to conform to the available storage. Brightly colored sticky notes label the shelves but will need to be secured with clear tape.







How to Organize a Medicine Cabinet or Closet


	Bring a large lawn-sized garbage bag up to the bathroom.

	Procure open-front bins or clear plastic shoe box style bins (lids can be stored underneath) and give them loose names, like the aisles of the drugstore: cold/flu, skin care, eye/ear/nose.

	Transfer medications and toiletries into these bins, throwing out the old, unused, unwanted, and expired items. Do not overstuff these bins, or the view will again be obscured!

	If the home doesn’t have a medicine closet but rather an inadequate medicine chest, we may need to hang a wire-style spice rack behind the bathroom door for added storage. Give each shelf of the rack a rough name (label them with sticky notes—you will have to secure with tape) and then keep the inventory limited so that we don’t overcrowd any one shelf.

	In the future, when a bin or shelf becomes crowded, go through just that bin or shelf and get rid of lesser-used and expired items.








Wet Towels


PROBLEM

“My teenage son leaves his towels on the floor in a wet heap. I keep reminding him to hang them over the towel bar to dry, but he doesn’t.”




SOLUTION

Reduce the number of towels in your home and simplify towel storage. Assign all family members one bath towel in colors that match their bedroom (two for those with long hair). Hooks that clip on over the door can be purchased at any hardware store so that all family members can store their towels on the back of their bedroom door. Your son is never going to return to the bathroom to carefully spread a towel out over a towel bar to dry. However, if a hook is conveniently located in his bedroom, he just might drop his towel on it. I also recommend a couple of hooks in the bathroom for those who like to shed their towels in situ.



Consequences are as important for ADHD teens as for everyone else, so do not rescue your son with a clean towel when he leaves his old one in a heap on the floor. Let him use that soggy, grubby towel for his next several showers but enable him to fix the situation by providing him with the door hook. I guarantee he will soon learn to hang up his towel after a shower. By providing consequences, you will teach him a valuable life skill, cut down on your laundry, and give him a system that will reduce his laundry when he eventually lives on his own.

If every family member owns one to two bath towels and uses them multiple times prior to laundering—after all, it is drying a clean body—then every week or two that towel can be thrown in with its owner’s personal laundry. And voilà! A weekly chore, an entire load of laundry (“the weekly towel load”) has been eliminated!

That being said, every family member may possess a beach towel that they store with their swimsuit—these can be drafted when there are house guests. Families with dogs will want a couple of towels near the door, and everyone who has the space, and whose full baths are far removed, should try to keep a bath towel near the kitchen for quick access to large unruly spills.


The Problem with Toilet Paper Holders

I really would like to meet up with the bonehead who first inflicted the metal spring toilet paper holder upon our society. I have a spitball with his name on it for every time one of those springs jumped from my hand to either roll into an obscure location or plopped into the toilet.



The simplest method for dispensing toilet paper is to put half a dozen rolls into a basket on the shelf next to the toilet. For us unhappy souls who do not possess a window ledge, radiator top, or counter within easy reach of the throne, I recommend the “arm-style” bar holder that mounts to your wall or stands on its own. You just slip the roll on—no disassembly/reassembly required.

Make every effort to store the package of toilet paper (typically the largest one that will fit under the sink) within easy reach of the toilet.
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Toilet paper rolls slip on and off this dispenser in one easy motion. Storage for extra rolls below cuts down on the number of times one must restock from the twelve-pack stored under the sink.







It is the aggregate of many small inefficiencies that ambush our lives and homes.






Reduce the number of towels in the home and immediately simplify towel storage. Assign all family members one bath towel in a distinctive color that complements their bedroom.








CHAPTER 9

THE OFFICE

IN THIS DAY AND AGE, EVERYONE NEEDS AN OFFICE. Our schedules are too active, our bills too numerous, our taxes too complex, and our calendars too full to forgo an area devoted to office work. People with ADHD, however, tend to trail their office work around the house. When we all become fully digital, this won’t be such a problem, but while we are all living in this hybrid age, where some transactions are digital and others still require paper, this floating office can be a cripplingly inefficient system. When it comes time to fill out a form, pay a bill, or mail a letter, the relevant paperwork, or passcodes, are never in the same room or rooms as the checkbook, stamps, or password keeper.

Furthermore, the “paper crunching” itself is so tedious and requires so many steps for follow-through that it is often abandoned before it is completed. And with so many people now working remotely from home we have another complete set of agendas and supplies as we attempt to manage our household office work along with our professional office work here in our homes.

In organizing the office in an ADHD home, we must get ruthless about efficiency. In fact, this is the area where I most regularly shock my clients. They’ve never seen these methods in other organizing books, as our radical efficiency annihilates perfectionism, overpreparedness, and hypervigilance.
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The Wandering Office


PROBLEM

“I like to work on the couch and in bed, but that means that there are papers and electronics all over my apartment.”




SOLUTION

Start by creating an office space that is as comfortable to work in as your couch or your bed. I have clients who rely almost entirely on their wireless laptop, headphones, and mouse, but when questioned closely, they have some paper floating about because we are all still living in a hybrid world.



Until we can eliminate paper entirely, and especially if you work remotely, I suggest identifying one area of the home that can support a well-padded adjustable rolling chair and a usable desk that can comfortably hold your computer. Although the chair is not as comfortable as the bed, it’s easier to type and write on a desk than on our knees or a low coffee table, and ergonomically better for neck, back, and wrists to be able to adjust our chair height.

Now that we have a more comfortable working space, add a power strip within easy reach and make sure that there is a charger available for any device used in that space, up to and including any peripherals (printers for instance). Then gather and move all of your papers—active, reference, projects, bills, taxes, archival, calendar, and mail—to that one area. Supply the area with a reasonable number of stationery supplies so that processing, whether digital or physical, is efficient and stress free. Make sure that the work area is also equipped with bright lighting so the office itself becomes a comfortable, and even desirable, place to work.

The truth is, even after all of this, we may never completely confine our office work to this one room. But if the office is comfortable and efficient containing all the materials we need—computer, chargers, checkbook, stamps, mailing and stationery supplies, good lighting—then we just might be seduced by its convenient arrangement.


Outfitting the Office

For a comfortable and efficient office space, you’ll need the following:




	A desk with at least one drawer for go-to small computer paraphernalia, stationery supplies, and any toiletries

	A comfortable adjustable rolling desk chair.

	A power strip and complete set of chargers.

	Bright lighting—both a desk lamp and an overhead bulb are desirable.

	A two-drawer file cabinet within arm’s reach of the desktop (the bottom drawer may just hold oversized or overstock office supplies) that can be drafted to support peripherals (printer).

	A cable organizer stuck to the side of the desk, so chargers are within easy reach.





In your office supply drawer:


	A bin for earbuds, data sticks, and other small computer paraphernalia.

	Tape, stapler, paper clips, sticky notes, extra pens, and one iteration of any frequently used office supply.

	A small bin with whatever toiletries needed at the desk—perhaps a glasses cleaning cloth, lip balm, or lotion.

	Envelopes, stamps, and your checkbook—these can also go in a bin or on a shelf within easy reach.





On your desktop or within reach:


	A computer and a printer on your adjacent file cabinet with varied colors of paper so not every print-out is white.

	Stacking trays for on-going projects.

	A pencil cup that holds retractable pens, a few pencils, scissors, a highlighter, and red and black felt-tip markers for creating files or drawing attention to items on your calendar.

	An active basket with active papers, a paper calendar if that is the type you prefer (some find it easier to read than the digital).

	A notebook (or address book) for passwords if you don’t keep them on your computer, and a pad of paper.

	An electric pencil sharpener if you use pencils.





And most important, within arm’s reach of your desk:


	A wastebasket AND tall paper recycling basket.





Paper is slowly going away, and some people will be able to eliminate it almost completely, but for those who still rely on it in some areas of their life, keep no more than six to twelve files in a filing cabinet drawer.
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A comfortable chair entices one into using the office rather than the bed or the couch. A deep and convenient recycling basket encourages easy “one pile chronological” filing. A single drawer holds enough stationery supplies. Stacking trays labeled in varied colors, organize projects vertically.
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A single office supply drawer is efficient—no wandering to find electronic and stationery supplies.







Creating an ADHD-Friendly Workspace

How does the desk pictured here suit someone with ADHD? Here are some of the tricks that make this an ADHD-friendly workspace:


	The desk and adjacent file cabinet are large enough to comfortably hold a computer and peripherals while still allowing space for physical writing.

	Office supply essentials fit together in one drawer—it’s inefficient to both manage a large inventory and wander the house hunting down supplies.

	Nearby shelving with bins holds the overstock office supplies (cables, earphones, stationery supplies) conveniently nearby—a chair roll away.

	Generous shelving within reach of the desk supplements desktop space and go-to storage for the most oft used supplies; in this office the lesser-used paper processing items—stacking trays, envelopes, stamps, and checkbook—are on a bookcase to the left of the desktop out of the way but still easily accessible from the desk without standing or straining.

	Retractable pens eliminate the distraction of playing with caps.

	Stackable trays allow us to file or quickly clear away a project without opening a drawer and hunting down a folder.

	A handy wastebasket encourages us to throw out garbage the minute we are done with it.

	Varied colors of printer paper make give us a quick visual mnemonic—so much easier to find a needed paper when not every paper is white. Note too how the cell phone case is bright, eye-catching, and outfitted with glow in the dark stickers.

	A deep recycling basket encourages us to throw out those questionable just-in-case papers that will soon be garbage, because we know we can retrieve them anytime over the several months it takes to fill up the bin.

	No decorative items clutter the desktop where they would ambush efficiency. The space is attractive because is it functional and organized. Attractive wall colors, nice furniture, and wall hangings can do the work of providing aesthetic appeal.





Our desktop is the most valuable working real estate in our homes; do not clutter it with decorative figurines and family photos. After all, we wouldn’t wear a ball gown to fix the lawn mower.









The Case of “Just-in-Case” Documents


PROBLEM

“I never know how long to hang on to papers or information, and then I never get around to throwing them out.”





The recycle bin keeps papers out of the way while still on hand (for a time), operating on the 1 percent chance that you might need them again. This not only eliminates a second sorting later but also clears your desk the minute a chore is done because you don’t have to worry about “just in case.”





SOLUTION

Papers: Throw them all in the paper recycle bin next to your desk. In an ADHD home, a large, rarely emptied paper-recycle bin is a powerful tool in our war against clutter. Even if you don’t recycle papers, place a paper-only bin, along with a waste can, next to every desk. The waste can catches used tissue and lozenge wrappers, while the paper bin devotes itself exclusively to papers.



This foolproof system eliminates an enormous amount of paper in every office as we can comfortably throw out “just in case” papers, knowing they will linger here “filed” chronologically for several months. Note that this bin only works if we don’t crumple nor tear the papers. Crumpling makes the bin fill too fast and tearing makes it hard to look back on the rare occasions we need to do so.

Let’s review some of the many papers we can clear away into our “slow recycle” bin:


	Receipts for all items, including those not yet used or worn.

	Confirmation numbers for items ordered over the phone (even those that haven’t yet arrived).

	Projects that you’ve completed but fear dumping just yet.

	Paid-bill paperwork.

	Phone numbers for calls you’ve returned.

	Notes for events or problems to which you’ve attended.

	Bank and financial statements (they are a dated snapshot and you can find the current info online).

	Just about everything else.




Digital Recycling Bins

We can use this same system digitally, by making a folder for each year. Anything we are worried we might need again can get slipped into that folder. On January 1st of the following year make a new folder with the new year. When two years go by, we can delete the older folders or they can all be slipped into another folder called “Archives Past,” if that gives comfort. We wouldn’t want to do this with paper, because of the clutter, but the digital world gives us the option of holding onto things longer without affecting our living environment.



An email folder titled by the year, can hold communications that we probably won’t need but fear to delete (but do remember that things linger in the delete for 30 days—so don’t fear deletions!). Whole months of email can be cleared from cluttering our inbox into this year folder with a click on the shift key and a drag.

Deleting is a finishing task that must be done just about daily. If you are at your desktop, it is a little easier as emails can be arranged by “From” and whole categories can be dumped at once. But if we must dump them from the handheld device, laboriously, one by one, they (along with photos) can be deleted while sitting on the Throne.



A note on digital vs. paper–which is better?

Digital! Digital! Digital! That being said, not everyone is going to be able to eliminate paper completely and we all still need to have enough stationery supplies and organizational systems to process paper when necessary. The U.S. government for instance, which is apparently very committed to the technologies of the early aughts, still requires snail mail and faxes for Medicare, Medicaid, etc. And some people just find it visually easier to work from paper. While we will reduce our papers as much as possible, we will still need to find a way to organize those few papers that remain in our lives while radically reducing them.

How radically? Aim to reduce your file drawers from eight to one and your files from two hundred to twelve. We can shrink your office processing chore to twenty minutes a week and we can eliminate your boxes of old papers, your “to shred” laundry basket, the mail on your counter, and the uni-pile on your desk.
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How does this bin simplify paperwork? If it is the correct size—large enough for a file folder to lay flat and 1 foot deep—it will hold about six- to eight-months’ worth of paper, naturally filed in chronological order. As such, the occasional mistaken discard can easily be fished out. Empty the bin only once it’s full. If you’re still worried about privacy, then don’t recycle the papers; empty them into the opaque kitchen garbage bag.







Basket Case


PROBLEM

“I never go through my Active Paperwork tray—the stack is now so tall that I just go ahead and pile new papers on my desktop.”




SOLUTION

Trade your tray for an upright Active Paperwork basket. You will be able to flip through your upright active paperwork more easily, as every piece will be accessible, and you will be more likely to weed as you go. Make sure the basket isn’t too large; you want to make it small enough that you are forced to go through it once a month or so, at which point most of it should be obsolete.



Any mail that needs to be discussed with a spouse or family member, (are we going to this wedding?) or any form that needs to be immediately filled out and mailed, should just be left out in front of the basket as a visual reminder to have this conversation or fill out this form today.
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A slender upright Active Paperwork basket allows easy access to all papers and encourages weeding of the dated. The Active Paperwork basket is located near the computer and a charger, it also holds all current to-do lists and invitations or information of upcoming events. A slash folder corrals a handful of papers that go to the same activity; the bright color makes it easy to find in the Active basket.







Paper-Filing Fiasco


PROBLEM

“I never use my file drawers; everything is just stacked on my desk, but this leaves me without a place to work.”
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Note that each catagory is written upside down on the folder so that it faces the reader. Note also that the papers do not go in the file folder (it is just a label) but rather get piled on top.






SOLUTION

Make your stacking system work for you by utilizing stacking trays. It is almost as easy to shove something in a stacking tray as on a pile, and stacking trays keep paperwork out and visible, the way you probably like it.



Use your stacking trays so that each one counts as a file folder category. Lay a variety of brightly colored file folders on the bottom of each tray for use as a label, and use a felt-tipped pen to write of the tray category on each file tab so it can easily be seen. You will still have a piling system, but that system will be up off your desk, and the piles themselves will be segregated by category and labeled.

Stacking trays are great for ongoing projects with a lot of papers that you reference often. Projects that get too big for a slash folder in your Active basket get moved to a stacking tray. When the project is completed, most or all the papers are recycled, freeing up the tray. Occasionally some papers that need to be kept, but not frequently referenced, will get moved to a more archival location—a file drawer.

Papers that need to be regularly accessed for ongoing projects and activities (including bills that need to be accessed for payment) should each have their own project stacking tray.



The Right Way to File


PROBLEM

“I dread going through my files. I avoid it and the papers just continue to accumulate.”





File weeding and paper management are easiest when you keep very few papers. It is more efficient to occasionally reacquire information than to manage all those papers you will never need.





SOLUTION

Simplify the dreaded file-weeding process by discarding whole files instead of papers. Go through your files folder by folder. If a project is old or complete, throw out the whole file without looking inside it until you have six to twelve files per cabinet drawer. Whenever you create a new file folder, pick a bright color to make it immediately distinguishable.



To simplify file weeding in the future, save fewer papers. Unless we have identified an imminent use for a piece of paper, we should dump it in the recycling basket next to our desk (we can always retrieve it if we must). This way, we’re weeding our files as we go. Do not save papers for a possible future project. Rest assured that you are resourceful enough to gather that information—fresh—should you ever wish to begin that project.

File drawers are a difficult tool for those with ADHD; they are just too fussy. I do everything I can to reduce my clients’ files to six to twelve per drawer, with no more than two drawers total—one of which is completely archival (seven years of taxes, birth certificates, etc.) and therefore rarely used.

So what can we remove from our file drawer and where should it go?


	Current papers. These go in the Active basket.

	Current projects. These go in the Active basket if it is just a few papers, and in the stacking trays if there are many papers or they are so frequently referenced that it helps to have them set apart.

	Contact information, business cards, and envelopes with addresses. Label a pocket folder “Contact Info” and keep them in there. People we contact all the time will already be in our phone. Don’t bother transferring this information.

	Homeowners’ manuals and warranties. Toss them as they are all online. Alright if you must keep them, either keep them near or under their respective appliance or together in a clear accordion folder that lives on a bookshelf.

	Vacation or renovation ideas and inspiration. If it is a physical paper like a picture pulled from a magazine you can put it in a pocket folder on a bookshelf as it won’t take much room—or take a picture and file in a digital photo album you’ve created for this category.

	Receipts. Throw them in the recycle basket, where they’ll linger for 6 months so you can retrieve them if you need them. Large-purchase receipts can be tossed too, but most clients won’t give these up even though some stores can track the purchases through your credit card. If you must, make a large-purchase receipt file folder only for major purchase receipts. Alternatively, photograph them immediately and put in a “Receipts” photo album on your handheld device. I don’t usually recommend converting back and forth paper-digital-paper (time clutter), but many people do find it easier to photograph than file.

	Health history. Unless your health is truly complicated, or you are going through a complex medical event, rely on your doctor to track your records. Ditto your pet’s health records. Elderly people who live alone should keep a list of current medications and other relevant medical info in their wallet and on a brightly colored paper affixed to the fridge (I like 8 x 11 magnetic photo holders for this) with the words “ATTENTION EMTs” boldly printed on a cover page.

	Fitness and nutritional information. Post yoga exercises near the yoga mat, and tape nutritional info inside a kitchen cabinet. Once you’ve learned the information, toss the paper. Rely on search engines to acquire information when it’s needed.

	Paycheck stubs. The W-2 will give you all the information you need at the end of the year. Most employers cross out your Social Security number on pay stubs. If yours doesn’t, ask them to change their policy or consider having your pay direct deposited. You can cross out the number in black marker, tear up, and dispose the pieces in separate waste cans, or, consider a small shredder.

	Repair bills for your cars: Your mechanic has this information in his computer, and it won’t be wanted by the next owner.

	Frequent buyer and membership cards. No more than two of each and keep them in your wallet. Sometimes we do just throw a select few membership cards or business cards together in a designated bin in the office supply drawer.

	Paid Bill Paperwork. Throw in slow paper recycle or if you insist on keeping see here.




Labeling Your Paper Files

For the ADHD client, the finishing task is the most likely to be neglected, so we must therefore value the ease of putting something away above the ease of finding it. If it has been put away, it will be found, but if it hasn’t been put away, it could be lost for good.



For file drawers, this means having fewer files, but possibly more papers per file, because papers are easier to file if there are fewer files to choose from. I had one client who gave each piece of paper its own file—it was impossible to find anything! Instead put many papers in one file. When we open a file drawer, we don’t want to read a novel when a poem will do.

In labeling files, this means reducing many files down to just one as often as possible. A single “Insurance” file can hold the car, renters’, fire, and health insurance—four policies in one folder. Clip all the papers from a policy together so it is still only four items in the file. Another file-labeled “Vital Statistics” can hold the entire family’s birth certificates, your marriage license, divorce decree, and so on.

Here are some additional file labeling tips:


	The files within the drawer should be arranged in alphabetical order, except for your most frequently used file, let’s say “Taxes 20--,” which then goes to the front of the drawer.

	Throw out the label maker—it values beauty over effort. Use a black felt-tipped marker to label tabbed folders in LARGE black letters.

	Throw out most of the plastic tabs on hanging folders. They are a huge expense of effort! Occasionally I will put one on a blank hanging folder to give a file drawer two categories—the back half of the drawer might be tax materials or office supplies.

	Avoid general labels like “Legal Docs,” “Urgent Papers,” or “Current Taxes” because they don’t tell us anything. Files labeled “Easement Lawsuit,” “Hurricane Boris Flood Insurance Claim,” and “Taxes 2019” will tell us everything we need to know immediately and will never date.

	It is better to have fewer files that are fuller, but within those files, staple or clip together papers that are one category. While we might have an insurance file with five policies, each with many papers, there will only be five items as all the papers for any individual policy will be stapled or clipped together.

	Put the colorful tabbed folder in a hanging folder of the same color. It will be easy to return that blue file (finishing task), because we can target the empty but matching blue hanging folder at the back of the drawer.

	Put only one tabbed file folder in each hanging folder.

	When creating a new file, vary its color from its two neighbors. It’s easy to put away the yellow Insurance file folder when it goes in the only yellow hanging file near the middle of the drawer, between the red and green folders.

	If the drawers are sufficiently weeded, they can be named “Reference” and “Archival.” If you work remotely, they may be, “Work” and “Household.”

	Follow these valuable guidelines to keep your new system in working order. Always remember to reduce materials (papers), reduce steps (stacking trays over drawers), and maintain efficiency over beauty (random colored files). Streamlining is key!





Statistics show that people retrieve only about 20 percent of what they file. For someone with ADHD, this is wasted effort and visual clutter, both of which interfere with efficiency. Unless you have identified an imminent use for a paper, get rid of it. Do not save it for a possible future project. You will be able to gather that information again should you begin that project.
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Placing a single file in a matching hanging folder—distinct in color from its neighbors—makes it easy to retrieve and return a file. Note that the files are alphabetical with the exception of the most often used file (taxes) at the front of the drawer.






Paper File Locations

Paperwork should be kept in one location at our desk with our computer:




	Something small, like a business card from someone who needs a call back, gets stapled to a larger paper so it is visible in the Active Paperwork basket. When one or two more papers of information are added, they too get stapled to it or given their own bright slash folder that still lives in the basket

	An ongoing project with many papers, reference materials, and brochures gets transferred to its own stacking tray.

	When a project is complete, most or all of the papers go in the recycling bin, though one or two may go in a reference file drawer.





Active Papers

Where: Standing in an upright basket

Contents: These are papers that describe upcoming events, pertain to immediate scheduling, or give information for immediate action items on our to-do lists. Keep your upright Active basket small so that you are forced to weed through it monthly. As active papers have an immediate expiration date, most of the basket’s contents can be tossed out within 30 days.
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Reference and Projects Paper’s

Where: Filed in upright stacking trays

Contents: Papers that need to be regularly accessed for ongoing projects and activities (including bills that need to be accessed for the project of “paying them”) should each have their own activity or project file tray. For example, paint chips and cabinetry brochures and the contractors estimate belong in the “Kitchen Remodeling Project” tray; medical bills held for insurance go in the “Reconcile Insurance” tray, etc.
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Archival Papers

Where: Filed in a file drawer

Contents: Our most convenient file drawer should hold lesser referenced but still pertinent files or papers. A bottom file drawer (or if you only have one file drawer, the back of it) should accommodate those archival materials we must keep but rarely (or never) need to touch again, seven years of tax returns, for instance. Parent’s death certificate, your marriage license, etc. might go into a file called “Vital Statistics.”


[image: image]







Office Paper Recycle Bin

Where: ‘slow’ recycling bin

Contents: For all discarded office paper including just-in-case paperwork that we probably won’t need, but fear to take to the curb just yet. It can linger for 8–12 months, “filed” chronologically while the basket slowly fills giving you the chance to retrieve it on the slight chance you will need it.
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Organizing Digital Files

Digital files that we are currently working on, or work on often, just live on the desktop. The rest will live in the document folder, and here again, simpler is better. Files that we use weekly to monthly can stay in the documents folder, anything else can go into four to six other folders. These might be “Personal,” “Financial,” “Clients,” or whatever categories make sense. Each of these files should have an “Archive” subfolder for files we keep, but probably will never need to access again. Our goal is to never have to read through fifteen file folder names, nor click repeatedly. Fortunately, the search feature means that we don’t have to get too persnickety about making files and subfiles.




Active

Active emails stay in the inbox. Larger projects or frequently referred to emails may have their own email folder.




Reference and Projects

Lesser frequency items go to the Documents folder. When the Documents folder holds more than ten or so files, a subfolder can be made for categories, such as “Personal” or “Financial.” Current projects with many documents can live in a project folder on the desktop—like an online stacking tray—or that folder can stay in Documents.




Archival

Emails that you want to keep but probably will rarely reference again go in the Archival folder for the current year, and when the year is over that folder gets moved to an Archival Years Past folder. If the current year is 2023, create Archive 2023, for those emails you fear to delete, and when the year is over slip the Archive 2023 in the Archive Years Past folder with all the other past years. Then collapse it so you aren’t constantly confronted with all those dates. Archival documents and folders go in an Archive folder within the sub folder So Documents >Business>Archival Business. That Archival Business folder may have all sorts of folders from years past ‘marketing contracts’ ‘payroll overhaul’ ‘website construction’




Recycle

Except for photos and videos, which take up huge amounts of storage, we don’t need to delete any of our personal files or emails. They can just go into an Archival folder. However, since it is easier typically to press delete than to move a document or email, when there is no doubt, go ahead and delete. Most devices will allow you to recover within 30 days or longer depending on your settings.





Mail Mayhem


PROBLEM

“My husband comes in and dumps the mail on the kitchen counter—I cannot get him to walk it over to the office. He even starts to answer the mail on the counter, but then leaves it half done. And I can’t pick up the mail and move it without messing up his system!”





If you must sort mail in the kitchen, do it near the Active Paperwork basket. This way, your invitations can get an immediate RSVP, and once the date is marked on the calendar, they can be placed into the Active Paperwork basket for later reference regarding directions.





SOLUTION

Create a mail-sorting center in a convenient corner of the kitchen, near where he is dumping the mail, but separate from cooking activities. You may never get your husband to walk into the next room, but you may be able to nudge him over a few feet if you create a more efficient and convenient system.



Set up a tower of two or three stacking trays to create a mail-sorting area. Place a colored file folder on the bottom of each tray with the category (Bills, Statements, or Charity) clearly written on the tab. Provide an upright Active basket for items such as invitations and information about events. When the mail comes in, your husband can easily scan each piece and fling it into the appropriate tray. Set a recycling bin next to the stacking trays so that junk can go directly into the bin during the sort. On bill-paying day all your paper statements will already be gathered. If there are often late or urgent bills that need to be dealt with on the spot, the mail-sorting area should be equipped with a checkbook, stamps, envelopes, mailing labels, and pens. See photo on this page.



If you can place an outside recycle bin so that your trip from the mailbox to the house takes you by it, drop all the junk mail in it so it never makes it into the house.





Catalogs, Magazines, Newspapers, and Junk Mail Blues

If you are beleaguered by junk mail, schedule an hour on your calendar someday hence as “Junk Mail Reduction Day.” On that day, use your search engine to find ways of stopping junk mail. There are a few numbers you can call and websites you can visit that will significantly cut it down. For magazine and paper subscriptions you will have to call the subscription office or just stop paying for renewals (check that they are not automatically withdrawing!).



You can download an app that takes you off mailing lists—it usually requires taking a picture of the mail, which means throwing all the junk mail in a bin and then every now and then sitting down and photographing their address labels. These are nonurgent projects that those with ADHD may not get around to doing, but it is an excellent ask for a birthday gift from a non-ADHD partner or family member, and a good chore for a teen or tween.

I am told that in some places in the world, you can put a “no junk mail” sticker on your letter box and avoid getting junk mail completely. If you live in one of those magical lands, have at it!

In future donate through an online service that will track your myriad charitable contributions for taxes while guarding your identity, so it won’t get sold to more mailing lists.

If you must donate by check, order checks that don’t have your address or contact info on them, in the meantime cross out your address and write ‘don’t share my contact info’ on the memo line.



Reduce paper subscriptions to a single quarterly periodical and read the rest online.
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Kitchens and offices don’t mix but for efficient turn around, a segregated mail sort center and calendar hub (far from food prep!) may be desirable. Choose an area near an outlet for ease of charging. Stacking trays catch the sorted mail, a single iteration of most often needed stationery supplies are in a bin and pencil cup. A checkbook, envelopes, and stamps allow for quick processing.







Bill-Paying Backlog


PROBLEM

“I dread bill paying. Sometimes, even though I have plenty of money, my credit card gets refused or my utilities get cut off.”





Never open store credit card accounts—you’ll buy less, reduce paperwork, and avoid junk mail.





SOLUTION

Reduce the number of bills you pay and make the process of bill paying efficient and convenient, so that it feels quick and comfortable rather than dreadful. Here are some suggestions for easing the pain of paying bills:




	Rely on automatic, recurring payments whenever possible.

	Cut up all your credit cards except one Visa or MasterCard and one American Express. Use only one of the cards and keep the other as a backup. This should get your credit card bills down to one a month.

	Wherever possible, use your debit rather than your credit card so that the intermediary step of bill payment, can be eliminated.

	Give large sums infrequently to a single charity through an online service that forwards the money and tracks the donations while guarding your anonymity and reducing the number of transactions you need to track for a tax deduction. This will cut down on having your name sold and keep you off mailing lists. If you use checks always write on the memo line “DO NOT sell my name nor add to mailing list,” so you don’t generate junk mail, and use a black marker to make your address illegible.

	Use a separate email account or tab for solicitations, donations, and purchases so they don’t fill your inbox. If you miss one, take a second to “unsubscribe” the minute it shows up in your inbox.

	Make sure the bill-paying area is welcoming and comfortable so that you’ll want to use it.

	Equip the bill-paying area with stamps, envelopes, pens, address labels, and a checkbook so that the occasional paper bills can be paid in one fell swoop.

	Never open store credit card accounts—you’ll buy less, reduce bill paying chores, and avoid junk mail.




The Importance of an Office Routine

No household—ADHD or otherwise—can keep up with paperwork without a routine. Designate a day and name it, so that on “Bill paying Monday,” you know it is time to sit down at the computer, review any bank or investment statements that have come in, pay the bills, process the papers in the Active basket, and attend to emails (including glancing at online statements and answering RSVPs). By employing a routine, we stay on track rather than making never-ending promises of “I’ll do it tomorrow.” It is more efficient to do all bill paying and office work together and it should take less than twenty minutes if we attend to it every week.



Bills, automatic withdrawal statements, and financial statements that arrive by email can be automatically forwarded to a financial folder where they can just be left already filed by date. At the end of the year, if you want to clear it out, you can delete or dump them all in that year’s archival email folder in one click.

As for the paper bills, the minute one is paid, toss it in the recycling bin (where it will linger for 6 months). If we ever really need to go back and question anything, then rest assured that the utility and credit card companies are all keeping those records for us, and they’re only a click away. I realize that some clients are wary to adopt this extreme paper-reduction system. For these individuals, I recommend a mildly less efficient system of designating a file drawer for paid bills and paper statements outfitted with a file for every month. When you are done paying the bills and reviewing statements just dump the whole stack in the file for that month. This is more efficient than separate files for water, heat, electric, and so on. After a year, the whole file can be dumped so that each month’s folder is available again.



Schedule bill paying for the beginning of the week. That gives everyone (the repairman you are contacting about the dishwasher, the insurer regarding the disputed charge, etc.) the rest of the week to get back to you.
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Files labeled by the month catch paid bill paperwork—a mildly less efficient system than just dumping it altogether in the recycling bin. Note how the files in the front of the drawer match the color of the hanging folder, making them easier to remove and replace.







Tracking Taxes

The one type of document we need to keep is anything that has tax relevance. Whether digital or paper, label folders with the year such as “Taxes 2023” never “current taxes.” That way, the present-year tax folder can go from the Desktop to the Archival tax folder in Documents without being renamed. Where there are a lot of paper documents, they can go in a tax folder that lives right in front of the active file drawer until they too are moved to the old taxes area in the Archival drawer. Emails also go to their own Tax 2023 folder and eventually an archival email tax folder.

Keep it simple: weigh time and effort against money and worry and set up a system that is quick and without redundancies. For example, save the acknowledgments from charities, OR keep the checks/credit card statements as backup proof, not both. Duplications are a complication we don’t need. If your home has a rental property or a home business, your cancelled check and credit card statement are probably your easiest way to track expenses. If you must rifle through those, then you may as well use them to identify the charitable contributions as well and dump the charitable acknowledgments and invoices (again, no backups). Minimalism is your friend!

If you own property or other assets, you will need a Capital Gains tax folder, be it virtual or paper. These folders hold cancelled checks, receipts, or paid invoices for any improvements made as these may deductible when the property is sold.

Best Tips for Bill Paying and Establishing an Office Routine


	Pick a day once a week to do the bills. You’ll know that when you’ve blown off “Bill Paying Monday” this week, you have to get to it the very next Monday (that sense of urgency is a great motivator).

	Set up commands so that all bills and statements that come by email go directly to a financial folder.

	Gather all paper bills and financial statements in a single tray or bin at the mail sort center (see photo 172) so they are together and easy to find.

	On “Bill Paying Monday,” scoop the bills and statements from your mail sorting tray and open the email folder. Pay the bills and dump the paid-bill paperwork in your recycling bin or altogether in a file for that month.

	Open and review statements from investment firms—paper or online (online preferred). Glance at the amount to make sure it looks about right and then just leave it in the financial email folder—it is not worth the bother to delete them. If they are paper toss them in the recycle basket. If you are worried about privacy, rip the paper in half, and stick one half in the wastepaper basket and the other half in the recycling bin and then sign up for digital statements. Year-end 1099s will go in this year’s appropriately paper or digital tax folder.

	Review bank statements in the same manner. Glance at checks and debit to make sure they are all legit then throw paper statements with cancelled checks in the recycle bin (or in with the month, if you prefer that system) unless they are being saved for tax purposes in which case, they go in that year’s tax file. If the bank statement is digital, they can be moved en masse to the tax folder at the end of the year. If the online statements have no tax consequence, they can just live in the financial email folder until the end of the year when you can delete or dump in one mouse click into the Archive for that year.





Investment firms generate a lot of paperwork. If you don’t look at your statements regularly, consider consolidating to one firm or requesting online statements—simplifying may encourage you to keep better track of your finances.









Password Problems


PROBLEM

“I have a hard time keeping track of my passwords and account numbers and am worried about identity theft.”





Still using a shredder to shred sensitive documents? Get rid of it. For those ten papers or so a year that have a social security number or birth date, black the number out with a marker, rip the page through the number and throw one half in the trash and the other in recycling or in the kitchen trash with the coffee grounds.





SOLUTION

Weigh the balance between hypervigilance and efficiency. Our Social Security numbers are the one piece of information we really need to keep private. In truth, more than half of all identity thefts are perpetrated by someone you know (usually our mothers, because they have our social security number). As for credit card fraud, that is covered by the credit card companies. Don’t worry about account numbers—no one can get your money with just an account number.



A criminal cannot take out a loan or credit card in your name without your Social Security number. The safest way to protect yourself from identity theft is to freeze your credit—it can be done in about fifteen minutes. Search “freeze my credit” to find links for Equifax, Experian, and Transunion; as of this writing, you have to freeze your credit at all three of these credit reporting agencies. If you ever want to take out a major loan (car, house, etc.) you will have to unfreeze it, so keep the passwords and pins safe. They can go in a password keeper.

The digital world is moving slowly towards a physical verification system (facial recognition, two-part verification, etc.) so with any luck, passwords will soon be a thing of the past. In the meantime, they can be tracked digitally, or those who want a paper copy can procure an old-fashioned address book and write usernames and passwords, in pencil, under the appropriate letter—so Santander Bank under “S.” If a paper password keeper is used it must not wander—consider it “glued” to your desk.



Email Clutter


PROBLEM

“I organized my email into categories, but now I have 134 categories and I still can’t find anything!”





When you order online, always uncheck the box that adds you to an email mailing list, and immediately unsubscribe to any you missed.






Set your spam filter’s sensitivity to high, and try to unsubscribe and block junk as it comes in. If you have a huge backlog, hire someone, or ask a friend or spouse to spend some time unsubscribing you over the course of a few days as a gift for your next birthday.





SOLUTION

You’ve overcomplicated your system. Your email files should mirror your paper files—reduced and streamlined. A dozen categories should be more than sufficient.



Active emails—things you must respond to or act on, including RSVPs and reviewing financial statements—just get left in your inbox. If you don’t address them immediately, you can address them on “Bill Paying Monday” (see Best Tips for Bill Paying and Establishing an Office Routine).

For those items that aren’t active, but you want to keep, go ahead and stick them in a file marked Archival with the current year. No need to organize them further; with a click, they can be organized by name, date, subject, or however you choose to view them. At the beginning of the year, start a new file labelled with the new year and throw last year in an Archival Years Past folder.

Of course, most emails should be deleted the minute you read them. The deleted folder is like the recycle basket. If you only clear it completely every 6 months (check your settings), you can throw “just-in-case” items in there with a feeling of security.

Occasionally a client will have a large ongoing project that has a great deal of information attached to it; in this case, creating an email file folder as a “project tray” can be a useful short-term aid, but at the end of the project, throw that file into your archival folder.

And don’t bother with a Contacts folder—put the contact in your address book or just do a search when information is needed.

Here is a recap of all the email folders you need (a dozen or so):


	Inbox = Active/Action/Respond/waiting for response.

	Pending = Optional, can be used if the Inbox gets too cluttery while you wait for various response. Unfortunately, if we create this folder, we do have to glance through it on “Bill Paying Monday.”

	Archive 20xx = A single archival folder with date of the present year into which we throw any email that isn’t active or pending, but we hesitate to delete.

	Financial 20xx = A single folder with date of the present year into which all bills to pay, automatic bill paid acknowledgments, bank statements, and financial statements can be automatically forwarded. This folder is opened once a week on “Bill Paying Monday.”

	TAX 20xx = A single folder with the date of the present year for any emails or bank statements that have tax consequences. If that includes bank statements, they can be transferred en masse from the financial folder at the end of the year.

	Archival Years Past = Includes folders from past years, completed projects, old taxes, etc. This one will have many subfolders, so to maintain a restful screen, keep it collapsed unless needed.

	Deleted = All casual correspondence and junk email.

	Project X (optional) = A complicated or ongoing project that you want to keep together (no more than two of these!), transferred to the Archival folder upon completion

	Reference/Template Folder = If you regularly write the same email (thank-you’s to fans, answer to a frequently asked question, etc.) you may want to keep a template folder where you keep some boilerplate emails you can customize with one or two words, along with any other emails you find yourself needing to regularly reference.

	Travel or Other = For those who travel a lot, an email folder for tickets, rentals and itineraries can be useful. Everyone is different so one or two folders that make sense in your life, customized to you, can help keep you organized

	Kudos folder = Those with ADHD have often spent their life being unfairly blamed or scolded. A folder to corral any nice comments or positive feedback can be a welcome boost on those days when unjust criticism, or the RSD or PTSD voice in your head needs something to drown it out.



Clients often expect me to come up with an innovative system of how to handle their communication needs or a suggestion for the latest, smart phone or tablet. But like every other organizing system, I begin by addressing efficiency: Where can we reduce and simplify? After all, just because something is cool doesn’t mean it is useful, helpful, or appropriate for everyone. This is why I have avoided naming specific apps or technologies that I recommend to clients; by the time the reader gets to this book, those technologies may be dated. If we learn to filter every technical chore, device, or function through a filter of efficiency then we can make wise judgments.





CHAPTER 10

TIME MANAGEMENT: CALENDARS AND TO-DOS

THE MYRIAD INTERESTS, CEASELESS ENTHUSIASM, AND IMPULSIVITY of people with ADHD often lead to overcommitment, while memory lapses and distractibility can get in the way of managing time and following through on plans. The most realistic and effective approach to this innate problem is not finding a way to juggle an overcommitted schedule, nor is it using a complicated calendar system to record details and increase follow-through. Instead, scheduling the lives of those with ADHD requires the implementation of routine along with a reduction of steps and materials. Socially acceptable strategies for reducing commitments to a manageable level—learning to delegate responsibilities, share commitments, and gracefully decline invitations—need to be adopted, and at-a-glance calendars, which require no more effort to maintain than picking up a pen or clicking a single button, must be employed.
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Dueling Calendars


PROBLEM

“I have a work calendar and a home calendar, and even though I try to sit down and update both regularly, something always gets missed.”





No one who is even mildly busy—ADHD or not—can stay organized and see to their commitments without a calendar.





SOLUTION

Note calendar and to-do obligations immediately, so that you can dump that mental load of trying to “remember to update.” In a perfect world, our phones are glued to our side and our voice activates the addition to the calendar on the spot by means of the virtual assistant. If the phone isn’t with us to update calendars, we can jot date and time on a sticky note and slap it up on a wall until we locate the phone. Alternatively, a whiteboard in every room has been an invaluable aid for several clients.
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If every room in the home has a pad of eye-catching, sticky notes and a black marker, reminders can be jotted down and then slapped on a nearby wall, so they won’t fall off your radar.
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A whiteboard in every room is an alternative to sticky notes.





If you are a singleton, reduce the calendars to one digital space (rather than work and home) so that nothing needs to be transferred. It becomes more complicated when we share a calendar with others. Although it is relatively easy to coordinate on a regular basis with one’s spouse by making it a routine at dinnertime, or by having the virtual assistant text updates as you learn about them.


Electronic or Paper Calendar?

There is no one-size-fits-all calendar system for those with or without ADHD. We must look at the individual’s life and commitments and how they best take in information, and then challenge each system to find the most efficient and streamlined option for their circumstances.



Electronic calendars are a HUGE game changer—the reminders, alarms, color coding, and virtual assistance have profoundly improved many of my clients’ ability to function effectively. Paper calendars are more effective if the ADHD person finds that writing something by hand makes it stick a little more or finds that they see the information better if it is bigger and less uniform. But the advantages of virtual time management are so numerous, that it is worth giving it a trial. If the Virtual Assistant can’t access the virtual calendar, then keep the calendar window open 24/7. Yes, it uses more energy, but waiting for a computer to boot up may be the reason calendars haven’t been successful in the past.

Note: Don’t overindulge in creating reminders with an electronic calendar, as this may encourage overcommitment. Do we really need to send birthday cards or post birthday greetings to all our adult friends?

For those who have large families with many activities, and children old enough to read but too young to own an electronic device, a physical calendar may be necessary. A fixed, physical calendar, posted in an area where all can see it, allows anyone in the family to note their own schedules and reference others without asking, and is always available without needing to “boot-up.”



Although it will often take someone with ADHD longer to establish a routine (and they may struggle to stick to it), the complete absence of a routine will ambush organization in an ADHD home as thoroughly as it would in any home. We all need daily routines—looking at our calendar and to-do list first every morning, cleaning the kitchen after dinner every night, etc.—to keep us on track, as well as weekly routines—Laundry Day Saturday, Bill Paying Monday—to ground us in our week.





Parts of the Calendar

Good electronic calendars will seamlessly collate all types of commitments—single appointments, ongoing activities, reminders, and schedules of events. To collate a paper calendar all the information must “live” in one spot. Before we look at how to do this, let’s make sure we understand the parts of the calendar:



The Day-to-Day Calendar in Monthly Format: For noting all our single commitments—dinner with a friend, a doctor’s appointment, etc.—I suggest a monthly calendar format because in one single glance we can look ahead to see whether we are becoming overcommitted and need to decline new events. With a virtual calendar we can use the note feature to remind us of specific details (“bring Anne’s vase, return to her at lunch”), and with a paper calendar, if there isn’t room for notes on the day, there is usually room in the margins or bottom—use an asterisk as a reminder to check the notes.

The Matrix: (Opposite) This is for the recurring fixed events in the week, such as ice-skating practice on Thursdays at 4 p.m. or Garbage Day Tuesday. The matrix may need to be updated seasonally as activities change with the weather. This is easily managed on a virtual calendar, but in a home with elementary school children (who do not have electronics but can read), we can print and post this matrix or use a whiteboard calendar, typically near the kitchen charging station.

Activity Schedules: These are handouts—typically in an email that accompany an activity—that are references for locations and variable start times. We might write “soccer” on our monthly calendar for the next ten Saturdays, but we would glance at the activity schedule for the locations and whether to wear home or away uniforms. These emails can simply go in a reference email folder. On the rare occasion that these handouts still arrive on paper, take a picture and then stick them in your active basket.

Daily To-dos: These are the activities we are doing today—and there may be enough of them to write down on a to-do list. They might include, stop at pharmacy to pick up a ’script, doctor’s appointment, and post office. It is fine to keep these on a paper (set an alarm for 10 min before departure for the Dr.’s appt.), otherwise I prefer an electronic memo feature.






	Day

	Morning

	Afternoon

	Dinner

	Evening






	Sun

	 

	 

	 

	 




	Mon

	 

	 

	7:15

	Lars Soccer Practice 6:00–7:00




	Tues

	 

	Lars Chess Club 4:00–5:30

	5:45

	Jill Dance Class 6:15–7:30




	Weds

	 

	Jill Lacrosse Practice 3:30–5:00

	6:00

	 




	Thurs

	gym shoes in backpack

	 

	6:00

	Dad Poker Night




	Fri

	 

	 

	 

	 




	Sat

	 

	Jill Lacrosse Games 2:00

	 

	 






The Matrix





Calendars Are the Ultimate To-Do Lists

In our bid to keep it simple, we must mark and notate to-dos in only two places. After checking our calendar in the morning, anything we need to do today should go on the daily to-do list.



All to-do tasks for the future—whether a vague or fixed date—should get noted on our calendar. Need to make an appointment to take your elderly mother to see a doctor in the summer? Note “Call doctor re: Mom’s appt.” on any open date in the spring. If the septic tank needs pumping again in 2 years and every 2 years thereafter, write a reminder to book on an empty day in the spring using the recurring feature so it pops up every two years on the virtual calendar. If you are still using paper write a reminder in bold marker on the back cover of your current paper calendar so that when you switch at the end of the year, you can carry that information forward.


The Importance of To-Do Lists

Start every morning by checking your calendar and writing the day’s to-do list. Scrawl the day of the week on a designated paper pad (or use the memo feature on your device), review yesterday’s to-do list to see what needs to be brought forward, and jot down reminders of errands to be run, phone calls to be placed, and anything that needs to be bought today. Keep it somewhere easy-to-reference throughout the day.



If you’re already carrying a paper calendar as well, consider just writing your to-do list on a large 5 x 7 sticky note and slapping it on to the cover of the calendar, so everything is in one place.

The next morning, fish out the previous day’s list to see if anything needs to be transferred to today’s to-do list; discard the old list directly thereafter. For many clients being able to check things off the to-do list is an important motivator and reward that keeps them on track.

Some clients prefer to use a spiral notebook over a pad of paper, as it is easier to find (although bulkier to carry) and easier to update. If this is your preference, keep yourself to one to-do notebook at time—it is too confusing to have multiple notebooks filled with obsolete lists cluttering the house—and rip out the obsolete pages daily.

For those who prefer a spiral notebook for to-do lists, separate today’s to-dos (“Call back Principal”) and long-term to-dos (“Find a house painter”). Prioritize today’s to-dos upfront, the list of long-term to-dos in the back. Keep those long-term to-dos down to two pages. Virtually, long-term to-dos get their own memo.

A pad of brightly colored sticky notes and a writing implement should live in every room in the home in order to catch those to-dos as you think of them, or for family members to help remind and communicate with the ADHD person. Alternatively, some clients have a whiteboard hanging in every room.



Your calendar is a great to-do list. If you get an invitation, mark on your calendar when the RSVP should be sent in. If it’s too early in the year to schedule a septic-tank cleaning, mark a day on your calendar several months hence to call.
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In a home where younger children don’t have a phone, one must stick to a paper system. The bulletin board calendar uses a whiteboard for the weekly seasonal schedule matrix. The monthly calendar and activity schedules for soccer and hockey are pinned to the board, so the children have an easy reference. A clear, upright bin affixed to the board holds active paperwork, a newsletter, and a pad of paper for to-do lists.







Overscheduled, Overcommitted, and Over Your Head


PROBLEM

“I am so busy that it’s almost impossible for me to get everything done. I need a failproof, very sophisticated, ADHD-appropriate calendar system to keep it all straight. What system do you recommend?”




SOLUTION

I recommend that you use a simple one-calendar system—almost any kind will do—and work on reducing unnecessary commitments. Complicated calendar and scheduling systems that have preprinted and filled-in to-do lists; contain weekly, monthly, and yearly goal lists; or require navigating a series of computer menus to access the calendar are just too convoluted to maintain. They eat up our valuable time in all those extra data-entry steps. Instead use a pad of paper as a daily to-do list (or use an electronic memo feature), and keep everything else on a single (preferably digital) calendar. If we can quickly and efficiently get our schedule, commitments, and action items marked down on concrete dates, our calendar will serve us rather than have us servicing it.





Communication and Overcommitment

If you’re like many people with ADHD, you’re an “idea person.” This is a strength and should be treasured! But occasionally, if one gets too enthusiastic about new projects and begins them before old projects are finished then overcommitment might result. Employers and spouses can become irritated when a tumultuous improvement project or space has been left incomplete while the initiator has moved on to something else. We can learn how to use honesty, delegation, and professional help to enable our employer or spouse to feel less frustrated and more empowered in the process.

First things first: when we realize that we are overscheduled (ADHD or not, it happens to everyone!), admit it. Everyone around us probably already knows that we’ve bitten off more than we can chew; better to leave them impressed with our honesty than frustrated by our avoidance. Here are several ways to carry out this conversation:


	Overcommitted. Just because we can fit it into a day doesn’t mean that we should. It is okay to say, “Technically I am available, but that day is so overcommitted that it wouldn’t be wise to take on another obligation.”

	On second thought. Do not be subject to the Tyranny of the Promise. It is perfectly acceptable—even mature and responsible—to admit that, in retrospect, we shouldn’t have promised a trip to the ice cream stand after the 8p.m. movie, or to head up the new program before we had completed the program for the past fiscal year. Tell employers, friends, spouses, or even children, “On second thought, I now realize that this plan or schedule is too tight or ambitious. I’m sorry to disappoint, but it’s just not realistic.”

	How can we make this work? Once we’ve admitted that we are floundering, when appropriate, involve the other person in resolving the issue. Give them some options so they feel empowered. For example, “I can finish A if the deadline is extended; but if you need it imminently, it is more practical to assign it to someone else.” In the home, suggest to one’s spouse, “Perhaps we can set aside a day when you can get me back on track by having the two of us tackle it together, or you can do it and I will take over the cooking this week,” or “If you want, go ahead and hire a painter to complete the project.”

	Altogether. To really wow them with our newfound communication skills, admit to having overcommitted and suggest a practical solution to the problem:

	Memorize a sincerely apologetic (but not self-deprecating) delivery of the following: “Upon reflection/study of my schedule, I realize that I am too overcommitted currently to take on/complete this project and do it justice. Realistically, something must give. Would you prefer to assign it to someone else/hire a professional or remove some of my other commitments so that I may focus my attention on this?”

	When we realize that we have lost interest in a project and need to move on, a variant of this sentiment could be “I have been reflecting on why I can’t seem to get this done. I think we must be realistic and realize that this follow-up work/implementation/cleanup is not my strength. I think it would be more efficient and practical to investigate hiring someone, trading favors, assigning me a partner, or trading assignments to overcome the inertia surrounding this task.”






When we absolutely must see a project through there are virtual alternatives. Online productivity communities–where everyone logs in, sets goals, and then works “together”–have been highly effective to help some of my clients avoid, well, avoidance. Productivity apps that give not just reminders, but points and rewards make it a game to power focus.






Late, Lost, and Forgotten


PROBLEM

“I am always late, then I lose my phone and keys or forget my wallet and having to return home to get it, makes me later.”




SOLUTION

We will use technology, routine, and a few clever tricks to solve (or improve) the three challenges of late, lost, and forgotten. Let’s break it down.




I’m Late! I’m Late!


	Routinely look at calendars and to-dos in the morning (or the night before if that works better for you) and then set an alert 10 minutes before leaving for appointments. Set this alarm so that you will get there early. From Wes Crenshaw, author of I Always Want to Be Where I’m Not, I paraphrase this tip. “Plan to get everywhere 15 minutes early, you can use the extra time to play on your phone.” The reward element of this is what makes it so effective.

	Phone alarms and alerts are a game-changer, but no one wants to be beeped at all day long. Pair habits with daily routines, such as deleting emails on the Throne, looking at one’s calendar first thing in the AM, or discussing schedules with a spouse during dinner. This allows us to get through our day and function while keeping electronic alerts to a reasonable number.

	If you have trouble getting out of bed, it could be because you dread hitting the ground running. See if getting up an hour early and spending time relaxing (Soduku? Wordle?), allows you to ease into the responsibilities of the day.

	Break down tasks into smaller pieces and start always with the easiest task and one you can complete quickly—it gets you in the zone and starts the day with a win.

	When scheduling tasks always overestimate how long they will—take—if it should take an hour, schedule two.

	Try to give yourself an hour or two off at the end of each day and one day a week to relax. Organize your calendar to allow for pleasure in your life.






Forget-Me-Not


	Customize a musical mnemonic. A popular one is “wallet, glasses, keys, and phone” sung to the tune of “head, shoulders, knees, and toes.” Draw a musical note on a bright sticky note and slap it on the door exiting your home to remind you to sing your personal mnemonic. Repeat until it is a habit.

	Place items that need to travel (borrowed sweater, work laptop) in the front seat of the car or directly in front of the door you will exit. Or, if returning the sweater isn’t happening for weeks, note it in your calendar.

	A functional staging area in the foyer will corral keys, purses, items to return, and anything else we need to pick up while going out the door. Purses and briefcases should be boldly colored and slightly larger than we think we need, so they can occasionally carry something else (book, letters, etc.).






Lost and Found


	Use tracking tiles or programs for those possessions it will cripple you to lose, like your phone, wallet, keys, calendar, glasses, etc.

	Use the “sticky fingers” method (see here) and create homes for essential items—open glasses case for glasses, hooks or basket near the door for keys, purse hook on foyer table.

	Employ size and eye-catching colors—neon phone cases, brightly colored wallets, a large light-neon key chain that you can wear as necklace or bracelet.






Purse Policies


	Avoid purses with many pockets—one large space and one zippered compartment on the side for a lesser used item (pen and sticky notes maybe) is enough.

	Use a small, clear, zippered bags to corral toiletries making them one item and allowing them to come out into the light rather than jumbled in the dark bottom of the bag.

	Limit the contents of the main part to a handful of items—a clear toiletry bag and brightly colored phone, wallet, keys, and glasses case.

	Don’t switch bags or switch to only the same style so the system is maintained.
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Limit the items in your purse and containerize by type. A small, clear mesh bag corrals toiletries and can come out and be seen rather than creating a jumble hidden at the bottom of a dark bag. Extra bonus, when we switch bags, the system is maintained!









CHAPTER 11

STORAGE SPACES

IN MY TRAVELS THROUGH THE BASEMENTS, ATTICS, AND CLOSETS of the ADHD community, I’ve seen the same mistake again and again: storage space filled to the bursting point with items that no one is either using anymore or don’t get used often. So many clients are motivated to procure items for the home but are completely unmotivated to remove items. Things that should never have been purchased in the first place or that were once handy but are now no longer needed, linger in these remote storage areas because disposing of them is a nonurgent finishing task. By the time I arrive, it is impossible to walk through my clients’ attics, basements, and garages without sidestepping the clutter. Even worse, the living areas have been invaded by items that rightfully belong in rough storage. The only way to reclaim your living spaces and bring order to your storage areas is to eliminate objects that are overstock or are no longer needed and create sensible and easily sustainable storage—shelves and hooks—for those possessions that remain.
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The Unused Entry Hall Closet


PROBLEM

“My daughter seems incapable of walking across the hall to hang her coat in the coat closet—she just drops it on a chair next to the door. I have arranged baskets on the closet shelf for her to drop in her gloves and hat but she leaves those on the chair as well.”
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This lovely closet will never get used by the ADHD family member who has no patience for time-consuming hangers and out-of-reach opaque baskets that force one to guess the contents.






SOLUTION

Your ADHD family member will rarely walk across the hall, open the closet door, pull out a hanger, hang up her coat, and then pull down an attractive rattan bin to deposit her winter gloves therein. She instinctively feels that this is too much fuss and energy to spend on storing an item she will retrieve in under than twelve hours. People with ADHD help us see how much valuable time we spend bowing to conventional methods. Your daughter knows that the coat closet makes sense only for her rarely used rain jacket, not for her everyday jacket and gloves. She also knows that a matching set of opaque baskets might be pretty, but it in no way aids us in storing, and may even hinder us in locating, our gloves.



To keep things neat, provide an acceptable and convenient method for her to store her coat next to the door. Frankly, I am OK with the chair method she is currently using—at least the coat is off the floor, but it is also true that, to keep things functional and restful we’d rather store things on a wall than on a surface. Installing a hook on the wall or placing a coatrack next to the door where she usually drops her coat might be convenient enough to induce her to hang it up. A low table with a shallow basket next to the coatrack will provide a handy target in which to drop her keys, hat, and gloves. None of this will look as neat as a closed closet door, but it creates a system that might get used, and a jacket on a hook will at least be more restful than a jacket on a chair.
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A low open basket to catch keys and gloves and a coatrack next to the the door for hat, jacket and purse just might be convenient enough to keep the ADHD family member’s possessions off the chairs, tables and floor.







Tips for Coat Storage


	No member of the family should own more than three coats—heavy winter, spring jacket, and trench/raincoat.

	If you have a large family and lots of coats to store, give the closet space to the non-ADHD members of the family and provide hooks and shallow baskets on low tables directly next to the door for those who have ADHD.

	If your ADHD family member continues to ignore the hook, place a large, attractive rattan basket next to a low table. They can dump their backpack and coat in this basket almost as easily as they can set them on the floor.








A purse hook on an entry table can be a good alternative for catching purses and backpacks in some smaller spaces. Press-on hooks can catch keys.






Basement Box Bananza


PROBLEM

“I have bought all sorts of boxes and tubs for my basement, but every time I need something, I must go through all of the boxes, which then end up in the middle of the floor in a big pile. Can you give me a good labeling system?”





Maintaining empty shelving will guard against things cluttering up the floor.





SOLUTION

Putting opaque bins on a shelf immediately makes it easier to put things away—no unstacking—which is great, but we can’t see what is in them. For the gold standard, replace the boxes and opaque tubs with clear tubs so you have some view of the contents. Reduce the number of goods stored in the basement to those tubs and items that will fit onto shelves. I suggest flexible, modular, plastic utility shelves. Items that are left on the floor—even when they are neatly arranged—give a stressful impression of clutter. These same items on a shelf give a restful impression of order. Why is that? We don’t know, but it’s one of the Great and Mysterious Laws of Organizing. Clear tubs placed on shelves (no stacking!) will allow easy access to possessions and help identify contents. Where there are many bins, labeling will still be necessary. A sticky note secured with clear packing tape makes a bold label that is easily swapped out when inventory changes.



Everyone needs rough storage, so don’t finish your whole basement. Renters should give priority to buildings that provide tenants a little basement storage or a locker.



The only way to reclaim our living spaces and bring order to storage areas is to eliminate objects that are overstock or are no longer needed and create sensible and easily sustainable storage—shelves and hooks—for our remaining possessions.






Basement Beautification Tips


	Never underestimate the value of a hook or nail. They can be handily driven into basement studs to hang items that require too much shelf space. Backpacks, brooms, and heavy-duty extension cords are more appropriate for hanging on nails or a hook than lying flat on shelves.

	Always maintain one or two empty shelves and unoccupied hooks in the basement for use as a staging area. You may need to store the prizes for the upcoming church bingo game or the camping supplies for next week’s Girl Scout camping trip.

	Give each activity and storage category its own area of the basement. Set up separate activity centers or storage spaces for your seasonal decorations, camping supplies, pet support, etc.

	It’s much harder to keep a poorly lit basement organized. Anyone, over an afternoon, can install cheap LED shop lighting in a basement. Don’t be too cheap, though; if you have 500 square feet (46.5 sq m) in your basement, install a minimum of five shop lights.

	Basements and garages, because of the dust, may be the one spot in your home where you keep the lids on bins, but, unless you have critters, just set them down without snapping. We still want to maintain easy on and easy off.

	Be wary of oversized tubs—they are hard to lift and won’t fit on shelving. Bins should be shallow enough that if you do have to use a lid (due to dust or vermin), you don’t have to remove the bin from the shelf to put something away.
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No matter how neat they start out, stacked bins on the floor create clutter—because you will never unstack to put things away. Opaque bins hide their contents, so you lose track of what’s in them.
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Clear bins on shelves—no unstacking—allow us to see the contents. For the gold star add some quick labels with a marker, sticky notes, and some packing tape. In dusty areas we can just rest the lids on top for easier access, but if there are vermin, we will have to snap them on. Note that the shallower bins are best as we can throw something in them without taking them off the shelf.








Holiday Decoration Difficulties


PROBLEM

“I love Christmas, but my partner doesn’t get everything put away until May, and then I still find bits of Christmas all over the house well into July.”




SOLUTION

Reduce your Christmas inventory to increase your Christmas cheer. Your partner can’t get Christmas cleaned up until May because they are overwhelmed by an inventory of Christmas decorations appropriate to adorn all the workshops of the North Pole. Allow yourself two levels of a tall, modular shelf for Christmas decorations (that’s about four large tubs), and then donate the rest. Even so, consider using the Big Christmas, Little Christmas model: One year purchase a small tree, use only one box of decorations on it, and call it a holiday. The next year, after your partner has had a chance to rest up and feel some Christmas nostalgia, go ahead, and use all the items from all the boxes on your shelf. But even then, Christmas should not take more than an hour to put up, and an hour to take down.



Holiday decorations that don’t get used on Big Christmas should be thrown out as too shabby or obsolete. That’s right, just because Cousin Joe made that Styrofoam snowflake in kindergarten forty years ago doesn’t mean you are yoked to it in eternal bondage. As for those Christmas items that get found in July, forgive yourself; no one is perfect. Just keep one tub open and half full so that stragglers can easily be tossed inside, without order, as they appear.



Tips for a Happy Holiday

Families with an adult ADHD member need to find ways of reducing chores around the holidays, not creating them. Try these useful tips to ensure a happier holiday:


	Do not allow Christmas supplies to grow out of the Christmas shelf and resist the American insanity of turning your house exterior into Santa’s village. String one set of lights on a bush, and use the time saved to see the Christmas displays downtown. In this way, we will create a warm and happy Christmas memory rather than a marital spat and burdensome obligation that lasts into late spring.

	If opaque tubs are owned, use them to store Christmas decorations. We never need to retrieve something from our Christmas tub in July—everything comes out at one time—so it is not critical that you see inside year round.

	Let a growing supply of tubs serve as a visual reminder to limit the seasonal decorations. Once our supplies don’t fit in our tubs (or our tubs don’t fit on the Christmas shelf), we will know it is time to winnow.

	Buy tubs that are small enough to fit in shelving (no storing tubs on the floor), and make sure they aren’t too large to handle or carry.

	Reconsider Christmas cards and gifts. The ever-expanding Christmas gift list (teachers, colleagues, etc.) can make gift giving a burden and clutter the home with unwanted items while killing the planet. Restrict gift giving to the immediate family. Inform the rest of the list that we are no longer exchanging gifts, and instead send a single donation to a favorite charity to express gratitude.

	Let go of holiday linens and china—they are single-use space hogs. Create festive holiday tables with brightly colored, good quality paper napkins and fresh flowers (spring), gourds (fall), or evergreens (winter). Live decorations are beautiful and ephemeral, so no storage is required.

	The marketers want us to decorate for every holiday as though it’s a competition. Avoid holiday bloat. Choose ONE holiday (a family favorite) to do the large display. Even in a large home, the other holidays shouldn’t require more decorations than can be put out and, more importantly, put away in under ten minutes.








Tool Trouble


PROBLEM

“My partner has some shelves in the garage for their tools, but they leave them out while they are working on a project, which makes a big mess.”





Avoid “bureau” style tool cabinets with multiple opaque drawers; one can never tell which tool is in what drawer.





SOLUTION

Shelves are fine for storing tools, but it is inefficient to store them separately from where you use them, and your partner understands that they will never complete their projects if they have to retrieve and put away tools every time, they go to work on them. What your partner needs is a basement workbench. Clear out an area in the basement so your partner has enough space to both store their tools and work on their projects. Choose a workbench that comes with a pegboard for hanging tools and a sliding tray on which to set wrench sets, etc.
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Some utility shelves and a workbench will keep handyman projects off the kitchen table. The pegboard and sliding cork-lined tray provide easy access and storage while keeping tools visible. The shelving units to the left have small built-in open compartments for small hardware; clear plastic bins organize larger items.
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Many little drawers require labeling and you will still open and close several to find the needed item.







Avoid storing nuts, bolts, screws, etc., in boxes or little drawers—one either must go through a laborious labeling process or open multiple boxes/drawers to find the desired item. Inevitably we forget what we own and buy duplicates. Instead use a suitcase-style organizer with bins that allow one to see all the small hardware at once, or employ specialized utility shelves with built in bins.
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This suitcase-style organizer allows us to see all the inventory at once without opening multiple boxes and drawers.







[image: image]


Organize the work area like the aisles of the hardware store—no need to reinvent the wheel. If the room is dusty, rest the lid on top, without snapping, for easy access. Because of space constraints you may need to stack here—never more than two deep! Lesser-used bins will naturally migrate to the bottom of the stacks.





Setting up a usable utility area is one of those deceptively important projects that substantially organizes our life and home, and just makes it all-around easier to get things done. If we can find the hammer, duct tape, twine, extension cord, or batteries, then when it comes to small household projects, we have a huge head start!

Of course, being able to put things away is every bit as important, if not more so, as it keeps the home restful and allows us to find things (with no need for duplicate purchases when we start the next project). In a perfect world, these items live on a shelf in an open bin. While I don’t usually recommend labeling (an extra step!), there are typically so many categories in utility areas that quick labeling is usually necessary. A sticky note, marker, and clear packing tape make for quick easy-to-read labels that are easy to remove.

We really don’t want to stack bins, and we really don’t want lids, but if there is not adequate space or the ceiling is raining plaster dust, we may have to stack (never more than two deep!) and we may have to rest lids on top.


Adding a Workbench the Easy Way

Basement workbenches need to be assembled, and this just may be too big a project for someone with ADHD. Paying to have the store assemble the workbench may well be the most prudent use of resources. More effort, but more affordable, is to advertise that you are in search of such a thing in an internet freecycle. If that doesn’t work, it is relatively easy to find a sturdy, ugly table for the job.



Next to the table, we can rely on shelving, but underneath is trickier—clear plastic drawer units are cheap but sticky, mesh drawers more expensive. A large bin for tarps might fill the space, along with a hazardous waste bin. Use that creative ADHD brain to solve how this works in your space and budget. As a final touch, add a large, lined trash bin (keep extra bags nearby) and some disinfectant wipes and a roll of paper towels for those messier projects.



Possible Work Shop Categories


	Plumbing

	Electrical cords

	Small electrical

	Affix it (tape, glue twine, Velcro)

	Small handheld tools

	Door, window, and cabinetry support pieces

	Appliance support and pieces

	Sanding

	Painting

	Furniture and upholstery repair

	Batteries

	Lightbulbs

	Cleaning supplies







Useful Utility Closets

For those who live in apartments, all the utility items that might be stored in a basement or garage are relegated to the utility closet. Organizing the utility closet is a surprisingly important improvement in every home. Shelving in a utility closet will maximize the space, and here again we will use a simple bin system, labeling the bins because the inventory is so varied.
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A shelf can provide a lot of vertical storage in an apartment utility closet. This closet already happened to have a rack for long-handled cleaning supplies, but this could have been easily created with a hammer and nail.






Junk Drawers Collect Junk

What is a junk drawer, really, but a utility drawer in which one has tossed other items? If we redefine the junk drawer as a utility drawer, and keep only hardware-store type items within, the drawer will be much more restful. If we must store another category, then use a drawer divider to define the space.
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Good enough: By renaming this “The Utility Drawer” and removing all the miscellany we have gained functional space even without containerizing.
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Adding containerization to a utility drawer, while not strictly necessary, keeps things from shifting about. With a drawer divider, we could have bifurcated the drawer calling half of it utility and the other half, let’s say, office support, if those were the categories needed.







The Overstuffed Garage


PROBLEM

“I have three very active young kids. We have so much athletic equipment in our garage that the cars no longer fit. I’ve been thinking of installing one of those garage storage systems, but they are so expensive.”





Children do not need lots of extra balls or giant nets for batting practice. Chasing after lost balls is a useful tool for expending your children’s energy.





SOLUTION

There is no need for a fancy system; almost any garage can be organized with a hammer, nails, some shelving, and a dumpster. There is no expensive system in the world that will allow you to break the laws of physics by cramming more volume into a garage than its dimensions will allow. Reduce the volume and number of athletic gear to an amount that will comfortably fit on the garage’s walls and one or two modular shelves. Designate the shelf nearest to the yard for athletic equipment. Your children will not walk to the back of the garage to put away their toys.



Hang up as much as possible on nails or hooks and cull athletic equipment down to the versatile essentials: balls, bats, rackets, and cones. It is inefficient to switch items from the garage to the basement for seasonal storage. Whittle possessions down so that both the skis and boogie boards can live in the garage full-time. Get it all up on the walls and shelves and there just may be room in the garage for the car as well.



Sporting Gear Solutions




	GEAR

	WHERE TO STORE IT






	Basketballs and soccer balls

	In a shallow bin that doesn’t require decanting to get a ball




	Tennis and lacrosse balls

	On a small wire shelf (from a spice rack)




	Golf clubs and tennis rackets

	Hung from nails or hooks




	Bicycle helmets

	Hung from the handlebars of the owner’s bike




	Rollerblade helmets

	In a bin on a shelf with the pads
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Athletic equipment can be hung from the walls, other items can just live on an athletic shelf, while lids are stored underneath. A shallow bin with plenty of overhead room allows children to easily put their balls away. In the winter, secure the lid on any summer bins containing items that live next to your body (roller blades, bike helmets) and leave the winter bin open, then reverse when the season changes in the summer. We want to limit spider eggs and keep vermin from nesting in hats and shoes.







Organizing Your Garage Space


	Two or three plastic modular utility shelves and some hooks (or a hammer and nails) will help eliminate the sense of clutter and help maintain the space.

	If your garage has cement walls, pay a handyman to install a grid of 2 x 4s (38 x 89 mm) on all three walls. Once the 2 x 4s are in place, you can use a hammer and nails or some hooks to create a flexible and cheap system for storing the bulk of the possessions you keep in the garage.

	Name each individual utility shelf or bank of shelves (Athletics, Landscaping or Gardening, Auto, etc.).

	Reduce inventory in each category so that each category takes up no more than three to four levels on any shelving unit.

	Leave one shelf on one unit free for use as a staging area in the garage. Sometimes we just need a spot to stash an item that is in transit; keeping these objects off the floor and on a staging area will ensure that the garage doesn’t deteriorate.

	Avoid expensive, inefficient systems. No one is going to have the patience to winch and hoist those bikes up to the ceiling.








Stalled Yard Equipment


PROBLEM

“We have a one-car garage that will barely fit my ADHD husband’s riding mower, snowblower, and all of his other landscaping equipment; some of it now needs maintenance, and most of it is almost never used.”




SOLUTION

Get rid of the tractor-trailer mower, the snowblower, the leaf blower, rototiller, weed whacker, and electric hedge trimmers and hire a lawn and plow service instead. You don’t have the room to store all this equipment, and if your partner is maintaining the landscaping, they will continue to impulsively and enthusiastically invest in better and bigger machinery in which they may or may not lose interest. Our other choice is to build a second garage bay to house all this equipment, but wouldn’t a lawn service be cheaper?



Families with ADHD are almost always better off with a lawn and plow service. But even so, most families will need some gardening equipment. Reduce the equipment down to a size and number that will comfortably fit in the garage (one shelving unit should be enough to handle all the gardening and landscape needs), and down to a style that doesn’t require maintenance. A simple rake, for example, is easier to store and maintain than a leaf blower, and a shovel will clear snow and can easily be stored on a wall, unlike a snowblower.

Procure simple tools, hang them next to a designated gardening supply shelf, and confine the gardening supplies to only those possessions that will fit on this shelf, and voilà!—an efficient and easily maintainable gardening/landscaping center.

For those who can’t afford a service (or neighborhood teenager), look around and see what can be cut from the yard chore list. Perhaps a xeriscape is easier to maintain in your climate than a lawn. Perhaps one need maintain only the patch of lawn fronting the street, while allowing the back yard to go to pasture. These monoculture water-expensive lawns are not good for the environment anyway. Eschew annuals (they require too much maintenance) and rely on shrubbery that holds its shape (no pruning!). Use that creative ADHD brain to look for ways to cut the chores.
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Tools are hung from nails; a flowerpot holds short, handheld tools; and a lidless tub keeps plastic bags of potting soil from leaking onto the floor.







Landscaping Equipment Storage Tips


	Although it is nice to have a pegboard for long-handled tools, it is not strictly necessary; a spading fork can be hung by its handle from a nail, and a shovel can be hung by resting its head between two nails.

	A flowerpot, with some sand on the bottom for stability, makes an easy “jar” in which to dump your trowel and other short-handled tools, and other flowerpots can be drafted for holding gardening gloves, twine, or other smaller items.

	An open tub on a lower shelf can hold grass seed or potting soil and corral any leakage.










CHAPTER 12

PACKING AND MOVING

PACKING UP FOR A MOVE—OR EVEN PACKING FOR A TRIP—CAN BE AN ORGANIZATIONAL CHALLENGE FOR ANYONE. For those with ADHD, who may rely on ritual and routine to keep organized, the disruption can be crippling. The only way to minimize the damage is to commit to efficiency while throwing hyperfrugality, micromanagement, and overpreparedness out the window. Keep packing simple and brief, and traveling/moving experiences will be manageable and (relatively) stress free.
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Moving Anxiety


PROBLEM

“I have mere weeks to pack and move, but I’m pretty disorganized. Should I make a list of my stuff? How can I organize this so that I can find everything after we move?”





Keep a wine glass with your “camp kitchen” supplies—you are going to deserve a glass at the end of the day.





SOLUTION

Break the moving process down into small, manageable, and only-necessary steps, like these:



1 Schedule a prepack day for each room. On that day remove items that don’t belong in that room—for instance, dishes go in the kitchen, so they get packed with kitchen items, clothes go to the bedroom closet, and toiletries go to the bathroom. We are trying to avoid boxes of “miscellaneous.” Go through every item in the room, placing as many items as possible in the trash or in donation bags that can get dropped off at a charity by the end of the day.



2 Separate out enough clothes and toiletries for seven days, some laundry detergent, and one or two bath towels per person.



3 In the kitchen, put aside a small subset of dishes and cookware: one pot, one pan, one bowl, one serving spoon, and one spatula; plus one plate, cereal bowl, knife, fork, spoon, and glass per person. Also put aside two dishtowels, a sponge, and some dishwashing liquid. From here on in, consider that you are camping in your own home and that these alone are the items at your disposal. Once your suitcase, toiletries, and “camp kitchen” are set aside, everything else can be packed.



4 Begin packing boxes. Fill and label them by designating one box per storage space wherever possible and labeling each box for the room it is going to in the new home. For instance one box might have all the contents of your top bureau drawer and is then labeled—with a quick scrawl in marker—“top bureau drawer MBR.” The next box is labeled “second to top bureau drawer MBR.” Do not worry if the last box from a room doesn’t fill; it is more efficient to move a few quarter-empty boxes and be able to immediately locate your stuff than to pack the boxes efficiently but then have to deal with a confusing jumble of stuff that has to be ferried to various rooms.



5 The day before the move, go around with masking tape and a marker and label anything that won’t be obvious. For instance the couch obviously goes to the living room, but bedframes may be hard to decipher once they are taken apart and will need to be directed towards specific bedrooms. You will be there on move day to direct the movers, so mark just those items you think you will need help identifying.



Alternatively, you can call a service that will both pack and unpack the entire contents of your home for you. Depending on your stress level and finances, this may be your best course of action, but it is still worth it to spend a day per room weeding and doing a quick tidy up the day before the packers arrive, so everything is in the room it belongs.



Do not plan any vacations or other obligations for a couple of months after your move—and if possible, take a week off to unpack. Life is so much easier if we take the time to thoroughly unpack and organize our new home rather than live out of boxes for months.






When moving, rent a dumpster to help clear out the old, broken, and unwanted. If you live on a busy street, a “Free” sign can be invaluable.






Moving is the perfect time to implement the Brutal Purge. You will reduce moving costs and stress and start out clean and fresh in your new home.






Leaving Things Behind


PROBLEM

“I travel often on business, but I hate to pack, and I always seem to leave something behind.”





It is better to occasionally improvise or shop than to constantly carry around enough stuff to see you through every contingency from Hurricane Ivan to dinner at the White House.





SOLUTION

If you can reduce the number of items you must assemble, the amount of energy you spend planning, the number of bags you carry, and the volume of items you bring with you, packing will become a less intimidating and stressful job. The three things that contribute most to easy packing are leaving items packed, creating a packing list, and underpacking.
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Clear toiletry bags are left packed between trips. A sticky note lives in the bag reminding one to put in those items—current prescriptions, mouth guard—for which there is no duplicate and so will have to be tossed in when packing. Resealable plastic bags are a cheaper alternative to a toiletry case, as are the zippered bags from linen purchases—the pillow size works well.






Tips for Effective Trip Packing


	It is inefficient to start every packing job from scratch. Reduce the number of steps and materials by leaving some items packed in your suitcase between trips. A completely assembled toiletry kit—clear so that the contents are always visible—should live in your suitcase. A duplicate bottle of your regular prescription medicines or even episodic medications that you take only during “flare-ups” should be included in this toiletry bag—if you don’t travel frequently and they are likely to expire in the meantime, put a sticky note in the bag with the word “Prescriptions” scrawled across as a reminder to throw the current meds in. Procure a duplicate sweater or shower shoes—in fact any item with which you always travel—and leave it in your suitcase.

	One of the most laborious parts of packing is the mental load of remembering everything we will need. Create a packing list. If you have a computer, it is worth making a master packing list and leaving that document open for a few days so that you can add items to the list as they occur to you. This list should outline everything you need, not just for your business trip but for your beach and ski vacations as well. We can always cross out those groupings on the master list that are inappropriate for the trip at hand. Bringing the list on the trip ensures we don’t forget to bring anything back home.

	Underpacking is our friend. We almost never need more than one small backpack as the personal item and one carry-on suitcase—anything more will just be cumbersome. Pack only enough outfits to get through the trip and plan to wear the outerwear more than once without washing. It is better to occasionally improvise or shop than to carry around enough stuff to see us through every unlikely contingency. We should pack an extra set of underwear and socks because they are small and pack easily. Fashionably minded feminine-presenting people can mix it up with jewelry and scarves both of which pack light.







Come home from every trip 48 hours before you need to go back to work—typically Saturday. This gives you an entire day to unpack, do the laundry, lay in some groceries, and get organized and back to square one in a relaxed fashion before you are slammed by work.






If you have the space, store your carry-on luggage on an upper closet shelf. We pack in the bedroom and unpack in the bedroom, so the most efficient system is to store our luggage there.







CONCLUSION

I hope that reading this book has given you a renewed sense of confidence that you can create an organizational system that is appropriate, maintainable, and restful for your unique home and circumstance. I further hope that you have learned to challenge some of the values and precepts of our modern society and its often-faulty definition of what constitutes good organization. You now know that when it comes to organizing you can weigh and reject such values as beauty, hyperfrugality, or hypervigilance, where they interfer with efficiency. And you can choose to resist a consumer society whose habits can cripple an organized home.

I trust that from here on out you will examine every item and every task through a prism of is it necessary, and if it is, how can I make it more efficient. This analysis and commitment to reduction of effort will give you the tools to substantially improve your ability to organize while freeing up your time and attention for those activities that you value. And finally, it is my abiding hope that you can apply this newfound knowledge in short, manageable time intervals to your kitchen cabinets, your bedroom closet, and wherever else clutter lurks. As you continue your organizational projects, I urge you to always ask yourself: Is it necessary? Is it quick? Is it streamlined? Is it efficient? Is it sufficiently reduced?

I wish you good luck—may garbage pickup always be on the morrow—good health—may all your groceries be fresh—good speed—may your chores be quick and streamlined—and good luck in all your organizing adventures!
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