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The Odd Couple

By ANGIE HYCHE
Community Contributor

I recently received an email 
from a reader of my column 
describing a common dilem-
ma. She is very organized, but 
her husband isn’t, and she 
wants my advice for teaching 
him how to organize. This cou-
ple has been married for many 
years, and she has learned to 
live with his disorganization. 
But the disorder in the areas 
of the house where his belong-

ings are stored 
has become 
a problem. 
He has made 
unnecessary 
purchases be-
cause items 
couldn’t be 
found amidst 
the clutter.

This is a 
very common 
scenario. It 

reminds me of the 1968 mov-
ie “The Odd Couple” starring 
Jack Lemmon and Walter Mat-
thau. Two friends named Felix 
and Oscar find it very difficult 
to share an apartment. Oscar 
is a laid-back, fun-loving slob, 
while Felix is stuffy, neurotic, 
and extremely tidy. Their dif-
ferences lead to a multitude 
of conflicts. It can be quite hu-
morous to watch on screen, but 
if you are living this reality, it 
can be quite frustrating.

While I don’t believe this cou-
ple’s situation is as extreme as 
Felix and Oscar, there are defi-
nitely parallels. If you are still 
reading this column, my guess 
is that you are Felix in this 
scenario, and you’d like some 
help in dealing with your Os-
car. No matter how close two 
people sharing a space are, a 
mismatch such as this is bound 
to create some strife. I’m an or-
ganizer, not a counselor, so I’m 
not going to delve too deeply 
into the relationship issues 
here. Suffice it to say that hon-

est, open communication will 
help tremendously.

So, how do you organize your 
partner? I have two answers. 
Both are two words, and both 
will likely ruffle the feathers 
of you Felixes out there.

How do you organize your 
partner?

YOU DON’T.
Before you get too frustrated 

with me, just hear me out. There 
is still hope. But the first thing 
that needs to be established is 
that the person who owns the 
belongings should be the one 
in charge. When I am working 
together with a client, I make it 
a rule to never organize some-
one else’s things unless they 
are there to participate in the 
decisions. The owner should 
always be the one making the 
decision about what stays and 
what goes, as well as what 
would be the best arrangement 
of their belongings. Only they 
know what is meaningful to 
them and what works for them.

I can share a personal ex-
ample of this principle. My 
husband Eric is an organized 
person, but we have differ-
ent standards when it comes 
to neatness and organization. 
For years, I would ask Eric if 
he would like me to organize 
his office. I was just dying to 
get in there and work on it to 
get it up to my standards. He 
always politely declined, and 
then he finally informed me 
that since it was his office, he 
should be able to keep it any 
way he likes. I finally had to 
admit that he had a valid point.

How do you organize your 
partner?

IT DEPENDS.
I despise when someone 

gives me this answer. Usually, 
it’s nothing more than a cop 
out. I would always rather be 
told the truth, even if it’s a bit 
blunt. In this case, however, it 
really does depend on several 
factors.

First, it depends on wheth-
er your partner wants help or 
feels like he/she needs help. 
Keep in mind that even if your 
partner’s spaces don’t look or-
ganized to you, their level of 
organization may be sufficient 
for them. After all, my idea of 
being organized may not look 
the same as your idea of being 
organized. The most important 
determinant of organization 
isn’t how the space looks, but 
how it functions. If your part-
ner has enough space to work 
and can find what he/she needs, 
that may just be good enough.

In my reader’s example, 
clearly this isn’t the case. Her 
husband isn’t always able to 
find what he needs, and they 
are spending money on items 
they already own because of 
this problem. So in this situ-
ation, if he wants help, and if 

he is willing to get help from 
his wife, then I would suggest 
that they start by asking some 
questions and planning. Help 
him figure out what is working 
or not working in that space 
and identify his ideal vision 
for the space. What items does 
he need? Can any unnecessary 
items be removed? Is there 
enough space to work? What 
items are used frequently and 
need to be stored in a place 
that is easily accessible? What 
is the most functional way to 
group the items? Thinking 
through these questions ahead 
of time goes a long way toward 
getting the best results. After 
the organizing is complete, al-
ways be open to tweaking the 
system if it’s not working.

It also depends on whether 
the space in question is a pub-
lic space or a private space. If 
it’s a private space in a home 
or office, meaning that it isn’t 
shared by multiple people or 
it is only rarely seen by others, 
then it’s more reasonable for 
the owner to assert their in-
dependence. In the case of my 
husband’s office, since it’s in a 
more remote area of the house 
and rarely seen by visitors, it’s 
easier for me to feel comfort-

able with its relative state of 
disarray.

If, however, the area in ques-
tion is in a common space, such 
as the living room or kitchen of 
a home or the shared confer-
ence room in an office, it’s a dif-
ferent story. In that case, all the 
people who share that space 
take responsibility for keeping 
it neat. Again, communicating 
about the specific goals and di-
viding up the work of keeping it 
that way are essential.

In conclusion, you may feel 
that because you are mis-
matched in the way you or-
ganize, you are doomed to 
struggle. It’s true that you 
will inevitably clash at times. 
Isn’t that true of everyone 
who spends that much time 
together in close proximity? 
No matter how big your dif-
ferences, the art of working 
together for the common good 
is invaluable. Felix and Oscar 
were like night and day, but 
they were also the very best of 
friends. So hang in there, and 
learn from each other. After 
all, you’re on the same team.

Angie Hyche is a professional or-
ganizer and owner of Shipshape Solu-
tions in Kingsport. Email her at be-
shipshape@ gmail.com.
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Are you the neat and tidy Felix in your relationship? Is your Oscar’s laid-back, disorganized life-
style driving you crazy? Professional organizer Angie Hyche says working together is the key to 
finding a happy medium.

Living with a disorganized 
partner doesn’t have to be 

a never-ending battle
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