
 



Taming the Paper Monster 

Getting organized and shutting off the fire hose like stream of incoming paper… 
 

When I first started helping people with their clutter I was shocked and amazed at how many of them 

listed huge piles of paper as their number 1 clutter problem. 

Mail, bills, flyers, kid’s homework and dads work from the office, paper seems to come from everywhere 

and almost multiply on its own.  

I thought this whole information age was supposed to reduce the amount of paper we use? 

Not so. Just about every household I know of needs a good set of rules, habits and strategies for 

managing the influx and accumulation of paper. 

The first thing to do is stop the incoming blizzard.  

Four strategies for stopping the paper blizzard: 
1) Institute a touch it once philosophy – to manage the influx of paper you need to get very 

organized and focused. To do this you can’t be stacking paper in one place and then later 

moving it to another pile somewhere else. This is a recipe for frustration and confusion as well 

as an ever growing stack of paper. Touch it once and use the organizing triad listed in #4 below. 

2) The Household and every member in it needs to have his or her own “In Box” – When paper 

of any kind comes into the household it immediately goes into one of the individual “in boxes” 

or the main household “In box” 

3) Go through the “In box” on a regular basis – At least once a day, if not more regularly, the “in 

box” needs to be sorted. Each family member needs to get into this habit. 

4) Use the Organizing Triad: As noted above the goal, once the paper is in the in box is to only 

have to touch it once and do one of three things with it… 

a) Take action on it. 

b) File it for future action 

c) Trash it. 

By instituting the four strategies above the constant stream of incoming paper should be cut down to a 

mere trickle.  

You’ll need to invest in a good filing cabinet of some kind and try to always have a supply of manila file 

folders around with which to file the “File it for future action” category. 

There are a number of ways to set up and organize your filling cabinet. That is a topic for another 

discussion so I won’t go into great detail about it here. Just a quick summary. 

I have a file for each of the next 30 days and one for the rest of the months of the year. These are your 

“take action” files. When you touch a piece of paper and designate it for future action, it goes into the 

file of the appropriate date. Then on the day in question you pull out the file and take a look inside. 

These are the items you need to take action on today! 



Then I have a file for each of my main creditors and any other important topics I want to keep track of. 

When going through the inbox if the paper doesn’t get acted on immediately or filed for future action 

and it doesn’t fit into one of the creditors or other important topics, it almost always goes right into the 

trash. 

Once you have cut off the blizzard of incoming paper. It’s time to address your existing piles.  

As with any type of clutter you’ll need to get it all out of whatever drawer, desk top floor area or shelf 

where it is currently residing. Get it all into one big pile, or several depending on how much paper you 

have and good you are at stacking it. 

Now it’s very simple you’re going to use the same criteria as the incoming paper system. Go through and 

identify what each piece of paper is. You are then going to create four separate piles.  

One labeled “take action now” (This pile will be very small) 

The next labeled “Personal, sentimental” (Probably the smallest) 

The third labeled “file for future action” (See filling suggestions above) 

The fourth labeled “Trash” (The vast majority of your paper) 

Sound familiar? 

If you are like most people the “trash” pile will be by far the largest. Of course when you’re done it is 

going directly into the recycle bin. 

Depending on the size of your paper piles, you’ll probably need to designate several hours (If not a day 

or two) to go through your stacks of “Junk” paper.  

It’s a good idea to look at every piece prior to throwing any of it out because there may be some 

important bills, or correspondence hidden in those stacks. But the vast majority of this paper is going to 

end up in the recycle bin.  

Paper is not like a lot of the other Clutter we discuss in my books and courses. It usually has no intrinsic 

value, For the most part it will not have any sentimental value either unless it’s a greeting card or 

something similar.  

The vast majority of it is simply a piece of paper that carried a bit or bits of information and once that 

information is imparted, unless you make the decision to store that bit of information for future action, 

the paper has done its job and is a very good candidate for disposal… 

So, go through the piles make sure you make a determination about each piece. File the paper that 

needs to have action taken on it, either now or in the future and then without hesitation throw what’s 

left over directly into the recycle bin. 

Once your space is clean and clear of paper piles simply get into the habit of using your “In boxes” and 

you should be able to live a clean, paper clutter free life now and on into the future… 

Good luck and good purging! 

Cary David Richards 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


