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Disorganization Detoxification  

by Ann Michael Henry 

 
What?  

The following story is about someone who was stuck and drowning in 
disorganization. This person went through Disorganization Detoxification to 
become organized and therefore, more productive. Upon his request, we have 
removed his name.  
 
The story starts off like any other typical day at the office…  
 
As he enters the parking lot and approaches the front doors, he begins to feel it: 
the panic, the confusion, the increasing pulse rate, the feeling of being 
overwhelmed. Little does he know, the scene is being repeated around town at 
that very moment – administrative assistants, financial planners, presidents and 
CEOs, schoolteachers, hospital workers and many others are experiencing the 
same distressing sensations.  
 
So what is causing his physical reaction? Poor habits…and the stress created by 
the habits. A habit is defined as a recurrent, often unconscious pattern of 
behavior that is acquired through frequent repetition. Habits are tough to break 
because they tend to reside in our comfort zone. We feel a sense of security 
keeping them around vs. exploring new and healthier ways to do things.  
 
Okay, you are probably thinking habits can’t be about being disorganized. 
Surprise! Being disorganized can be, and is, a habit. When we think about 
breaking a habit, we think of smoking, drugs, alcohol, gambling, etc. Breaking 
these kind of habits is no easy task. So, is it any wonder that we get those same 
stressful feelings when we decide to break free of habits that create chaos in our 
lives? A habit is a habit no matter what kind of behavior it produces.  
 
So What?  
 
Changing old habits and creating new habits can be stressful. That stress often 
triggers an elaborate mental and physical chain reactions – heart palpitations, 
perspiration, anxiety, frustration, anger, denial, avoidance and sometimes even 
depression! Some of these physical reactions cause our built-in response 
system, the HPA (hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal system), to kick into action. 
Stress causes the HPA system to produce and release steroid hormones 
including the primary stress hormone cortisol. The system then releases 
neurotransmitters or chemical messengers which activate an area inside the 
brain called the amygdala, prompting an emotionally charged response. Next, 
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these neurotransmitters suppress activity in the part of the brain that controls 
short-term memory, concentration, inhibition and rational thought. One’s ability to 
effectively handle complex social or intellectual tasks is hindered. What 
happens? It isn’t pretty, but here is the typical reaction to the chemical changes:  

 Breathing becomes rapid and shallow.  

 Blood flow sometimes increases by 300 to 400 percent; the heart begins 
pounding.  

 The spleen discharges red and white blood cells, increasing oxygen 
requirements.  

 Fluids are diverted from nonessential locations, including the mouth, 
causing dryness and difficulty in talking.  

 Blood flow is diverted from the skin to support the heart and muscle 
tissues, resulting in cool, clammy, sweaty skin.  

 Digestive activity shuts down. 

Now, imagine this chain reaction happening several times a day, day in, day out, 
whenever you can’t find something you are looking for. That can make you feel 
deflated, desperate and drained – further aggravating your symptoms.  
 
So what is the personal toll of all of this stress? Let’s go back to our story and 
check in to see how “he” is doing...  
 
As he enters the office building, the physical reactions and symptoms mount. He 
sits in his office chair feeling a constant, low-grade adrenaline rush, not realizing 
that rush is gradually eroding the health of his heart, raising his long-term risk of 
cardiovascular disease. Before the day is out, he feels like he is getting sick due 
to the continuous exposure to cortisol, which can dampen the immune system, 
increasing vulnerabilities to infections and even cancer. He struggles to talk 
himself out of getting sick, but little does he know his immune system has a 
different plan for him! Then, it hits the brain function, first severing connections 
among neurons, then attacking and shrinking the hippocampus, a brain structure 
that plays critical roles in processing and storing information. He begins to think 
he needs a long vacation...  
 
“His” situation is shared by fellow professionals. How bad is it? Check out this 
fact: Job stress is estimated to cost U.S. corporations $300 billion annually! Many 
new studies and plenty of anecdotal evidence show that stress in the workplace 
is skyrocketing. Lack of control (which can be a result of being disorganized) is 
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generally considered a significant source of job stress. A National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) report cites:  

 40 percent of workers report their job is very or extremely stressful.  

 25 percent view their jobs as the number one stressor in their lives.  

 75 percent of employees believe that workers have more on-the-job stress 
than a generation ago.  

 29 percent of workers feel quite a bit or extremely stressed at work. 

In a survey conducted by international workplace psychologist Dr. David Lewis, 
disorganization was identified as one of the five main factors that create stress. 
His research shows that 43 percent of professionals suffer from disorganization 
including neglecting filing and inability to prioritize tasks. This, in turn, makes 
workers feel overwhelmed and unable to cope. He notes that disorganization is 
the single factor that workers can control and thus reduce or prevent workplace 
stress. Another interesting finding of those surveyed is that over one-fifth (21 
percent) have missed deadlines due to disorganization.  
 
Now What?  
 
Back to the story…  
 
With his hands clamped over his face, he realizes enough is enough, he can’t 
take it anymore. Something has to give; it’s time to regain control. He begins his 
journey to get organized by seeking professional help so he can learn what it 
means to be organized and experience it firsthand. The education begins…  
 
Instead of simply telling people to get organized, organization and productivity 
consultants show you how to do it. Dr. David Barlow of Boston University’s 
Center for Anxiety and Related Disorders would say that we are “talking to the 
amygdala” and, in effect, retraining the brain. By doing so, we are able to form 
new productive habits that replace old unproductive habits.  
 
Let’s see what happens next in our story…  
 
As he continues going through the “getting organized” experience and applying 
what he is learning, he realizes his headaches are gone. Is it a miracle? No, due 
to his level of stress greatly decreasing, his body can now relax. He thinks he 
would love a vacation, but he doesn’t feel he NEEDS one just to escape stress. 
He is beginning to feel in control again…and liking the feeling!  
 
Many people who go through Disorganization Detoxification say things like, “You 
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mean…” Or, “I feel…” Or, “That’s all there is…?” The best part is when a long, 
thoughtful, protracted silence fills the room. Then, out of that silence comes, “I 
can feel my creativity coming back” or, “It’s so easy, I wish someone had taught 
me this years ago” or, “The fog is lifting, I can think clearly…I’m regaining 
control!”  
 
Let’s take a look at how you can get that feeling too. Here are some tips for 
successfully building new habits:  

 Admit you are disorganized!  

 Decide to get organized for yourself, not for anyone else.  

 Continually tell yourself that you can do it – visualize it.  

 Commit the time.  

 Find a good coach to keep you on track.  

 DON’T GIVE UP! 

To become successful, others have:  

 Committed the time to get organized.  

 Avoided chaos at their desk by creating a single control point system to 
capture mail, e-mail, voice mail, etc.  

 Learned how to prioritize workloads in 60 seconds or less!  

 Learned to work on high-priority items – one at a time.  

 Focused on rational use of time instead of time management. Can you 
control time? No! The only person I know who can manage time is 
Hermione Granger of Harry Potter fame. In Harry Potter and the Prisoner 
of Azkaban, Hermione uses a Time Turner to capture more hours in the 
day to get all her work done. They don’t sell those gadgets at your local 
convenience store!  

 Stopped multitasking. Managing multiple tasks at once reduces the 
brainpower available for any of the tasks. 

Some time has passed and our story is nearing a happy ending…  
 
His desk is now clean, and he can quickly put things away in an organized 
fashion. Other members of the department have experienced the benefits of his 
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newfound organization and have followed suit. As he sits at his desk, he reflects 
on a time recently when his organizational system really paid off…  
 
While out of town for a three-day conference, his boss called requesting 
information on a project. Within 30 minutes, his assistant had located the 
materials, reviewed them and briefed the boss. Before he implemented a new 
organizational system, there would have been frantic communication back and 
forth. He recalls his assistant commenting, “Before we got organized, your boss 
would have waited three days until you returned to get the information she 
needed. Being able to avoid three days of stress was well worth all the changes 
we made.”  
 
You, too, can have a happy ending by embarking on a Disorganization 
Detoxification journey. Your guide is waiting to take that journey with you – a 
professional organization and productivity consultant. Once you have the help 
you need, you will be on your way to a glorious place where stress is only a 
distant memory!  

 

Ann Michael Henry  
Mise En Place  
981 Rabbit Ear Pass  
Victor, NY 14564  
 
585.924.8470  
annmichael@m-e-p.com  
www.m-e-p.com  
 
It is no surprise that with a passion for cooking, Ann Michael Henry named her 
organization and productivity consulting firm after a cooking term. The firm’s name, Mise 
En Place, means “setting in place.” The term is used to describe preparation done 
before starting the actual cooking process. So, what does this have to do with being 
organized and productive?  
 
At Mise En Place, the overarching philosophy remains the same, but the ingredients, 
tools and processes change to accommodate a client’s personal work style. The right 
mix of ingredients and tools is applied to transform disorganization into a manageable, 
streamlined process that stimulates creativity and meaningful productivity. To Ann 
Michael, her work in organization and productivity consulting is like putting a gourmet 
meal on the table…Magnifique!  
 
Ann Michael is a consultant for the GO System and Taming the Paper Tiger®, a 
founding member of the Network for Productivity Excellence, and a member of the 
National Association of Professional Organizers (NAPO). She also offers various 
webinars and workshops on improving organization and productivity.  
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