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Organize your paper files to find what you need when you need it 
May 25, 5:21 AM Get Organized Examiner Vicki Hancock 

 

 

Organize your files using categories that make sense to you. 
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Related articles 

Tips to organize your important files 

Organizing your home office increases your productivity 

Keep the gems by organizing your children's school papers 

Define your clutter to get organized 

Getting organized is habit-forming 

Many of us have a home office, or at least a space where we handle the day-to-day business of running a household.  For many of 
us, chances are that space is heaped with unopened mail and loose papers and greeting cards and permission slips and community 
flyers and so much more.   
 
When the time comes to pay bills or sign school progress reports, we spend more time looking for the papers we need than acting 
on them, and we risk making a late payment or missing a school deadline as well.   
 
Now's the time to convert that mass of paper clutter into an organized filing system that will save time and money: 
1. Gather together some materials for your file system:  file cabinet, file folders, hanging files, labeler, sticky notes, trash bag, 

shredder. 
 

2. Make an appointment with yourself to get started.  For many of us, just taking that first step is the most difficult, so set aside 
several hours of uninterrupted time on your calendar to make this happen. 

 
3. Purge your papers.  Tackle not only the heap of papers already collected on your desk, but add to it the piles that have 

collected around the house and in the car (and in your purse, pockets, and wallet).  Move through the piles quickly, deciding 
what to keep and what to toss.  Resist the urge to stop and read, reminisce, or become distracted by individual items.  And, set 
aside a special folder to keep items you find that require immediate action. 

 
4. Shred papers containing personal information.  It's not enough just to toss that pile of purged papers.  Prevent identity theft 

by using a cross-cut shredder to destroy the personal information on the papers you've decided to throw away. 
 
5. Sort your papers.  Think of categories that make sense to you by asking, "How will I find this later?"  Some examples to get 

you started:  House, Car, Banking, Insurance, School, Medical, Hobbies, Church, Community, Sports.  If creating your own 
categories seems to complicated, visit an office supply store, and buy a file labeling system with pre-printed categories.  Once 
you get started, you may find that you want to create sub-categories of your own.  For example, under "Medical," you may want 
to create one folder for each member of your family.  To remember what's in each pile of papers, use a sticky note to create a 
temporary label. 

 
6. Label your files.  Focus on each pile you have created, and label one or more folders for those papers.  Your "Sports" pile 

may become a hanging file for sports with separate folders labeled "Soccer," "Baseball," "Skiing," "Tennis," and "Golf." 
 
7. Arrange your files in a cabinet or drawer.  A simple, straightforward arrangement is to alphabetize your main (hanging) file 

categories:  Banking, Car, Church, Community, Hobbies, Insurance, etc.  However, any system that makes sense to you and 
that helps you find what you need quickly (30 seconds or fewer) and reliably is a system that works. 

 
For additional ideas for setting up a paper file system: 

 See Sally Allen's "The Paper Crisis" 

 Read Marlo Nikkila's "Organizing Paper Files with PEACE" 

 Review "A Colorful Way to Organize Your Files" by Meghan Carter 
 
Share your paper file organizing tips here. 
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