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One of the most common questions I 
am asked about my job as a profession-
al organizer is, “What’s your favorite 
thing to organize?” That’s a difficult 
question because I love organizing 
anything! In fact, I enjoy it so much 
that I sometimes find myself organizing 
spaces without being asked. When I am 
shopping, people often mistake me for 
a store employee because I can’t help 
straightening up a bit if I see some-
thing out of order. Although I love ev-
ery area, I will have to say that one of 
my favorite spaces to organize is the 

pantry.
Why do I love or-

ganizing pantries so 
much? First of all, 
just about every res-
idential client needs 
help with their pantry, 
so I have a lot of ex-
perience organizing 
them. I enjoy cooking 
(and eating), so I feel 
fairly knowledgeable 
about the items that 
are stored in the pan-
try. It’s a space that 

can usually be organized in one visit, 
so results are pretty quick. Since we 
use our pantries every day, having that 
space organized well can really make a 
difference in our daily lives.

I want to start by listing the most 
common problems I see with pantries. 
The first one is true of just about every 
disorganized space: There are a lot of 
items that just need to be removed! Ex-
pired food or food that is most likely 
never going to be eaten doesn’t need 
to be kept in the pantry. If you have 
unopened food that you would like to 
donate, consider a church food pantry 
or Second Harvest Food Bank of North-
east Tennessee. Make sure to find out 
specific guidelines for food donation 
for each location. Second Harvest will 
accept any non-perishable food. You 
can drop items at food drive barrels or 
deliver to their facility at 1020 Jericho 
Drive in Kingsport Monday through 
Friday from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m.

Another common problem with pan-
tries is that there is no sense of order. 
If like items are grouped together, it 
makes it so much easier to find what 
you need and to keep track of what 
items are running low so that they can 
be replaced. Items can be grouped by 
type (canned goods, snack foods, cere-
al, etc.) or by when and how they are 
used (breakfast items, lunch items, etc.) 
Grouping can be done by shelf or sec-
tions of a shelf or in containers, either 
with or without lids. Labels on shelves 
or containers can also be immensely 
helpful. Another simple principle that 
can improve the functionality of a pan-

try (or any space for that matter) is to 
make sure that items used most often 
are easiest to access, while those used 
only occasionally can be placed a lit-
tle more out of reach. Putting a few 
minutes of thought into placement can 
save time and frustration.

A final problem with pantry organiza-
tion that I frequently see is that there 
is a lot of wasted space. For example, 
if a pantry shelf is 18 inches tall but is 
used to store canned goods all sitting 
on the same level on the shelf, there is 
a lot of space not being utilized, not to 
mention that the cans in the back are 
out of sight. Simple solutions such as 
tiered organizers, stackable bins, a can 
rack, an under shelf basket, a stack-
ing shelf, or a Lazy Susan can make a 
world of difference. Wasted space can 
also be on the walls or the backs of the 
door. Wall racks, over the door or hang-
ing organizers with small pockets can 
help with small items like spices or 
packets of baking materials, spice mix-
es, or nuts.

If you’ve decided your pantry is in 
need of organizing, here is a list of 
steps to follow:

1. Make a plan. Ask the other mem-
bers of the family for their input. What’s 
working with the current pantry orga-
nization? What isn’t working? What’s 
bothering you most? What would be 
the ideal arrangement? Don’t skip this 
step. It’s well worth your time.

2. Empty everything from the pan-
try (see specific strategies below). 
This might sound extreme, but if you 
really want to make sure you’re be-
ing thorough, you need to touch every 
item. Odds are you probably don’t have 
enough counter space for everything, 
so bring in a few extra tables if you can.

3. Get rid of any unnecessary item. 
As you pull items out, get rid of every-
thing that is expired or that you don’t 
need. Dispose of expired items, and 
find somewhere to donate the nonper-
ishable items you don’t need. Go ahead 
and put these items in a box or bag so 
that you don’t end up sticking them 
right back into the pantry.

4. Group like with like. As you pull 
items out, start to identify categories, 
and put items together that belong to-
gether. Remember that plan you made 
before you got started? Here’s where 
that will become really helpful.

5. Clean the pantry thoroughly. Now 
that the pantry is empty, you need to 
take advantage of the fact that the 
shelves and floor are clear. It’s prob-
ably been awhile! So scrub away with 
the knowledge that soon, your pantry 
will be both clean and organized!

6. Assess each category. Decide 
the best location within the pantry 
for each category based on how many 
items are in it, how frequently it’s used, 
etc. Decide whether you need a con-
tainer of some sort for each category. 

There are so many options of con-
tainers, from items you already have 
around your home to expensive spe-
cialty items. I recommend that you 
wait until all of the purging and sorting 
is finished before gathering or buying 
containers. You don’t really know what 
you need until those steps are complet-
ed.

7. Start reloading the pantry accord-
ing to your plan. You may find that you 
have to make a few adjustments to your 
plan, depending on how everything fits 
back in. Be flexible, and remember to 
utilize all of the available space.

8. Figure out a maintenance plan. 
Pantries can get disorganized before 
you know it. Show each family member 
the new pantry organization, including 
where to find their favorite items and 
the importance of returning things to 
the proper location. Establish some 
sort of schedule for keeping the pantry 
in order, and if necessary, put this on 
your calendar. If it starts getting out of 
control, get it back into an organized 
state as soon as you can.

9. Tweak the system if needed. You’re 
not going to know whether the new 
pantry organization is exactly what you 
need until you use it for a little while. 
I reorganized my pantry a few months 
ago, and since then, I have adjusted 
it a couple of times until I found what 
works best for us.

10. Share your success. If you enjoy 
organizing and have time, help a friend 
or family member with their pantry. 
Show them what techniques or steps re-
ally made a difference, and help them 
make a plan for theirs. It’s always more 
fun to work together with someone!

I would love to hear about your suc-
cess. If you used these steps to organize 
your pantry and would like to tell me 
about it and/or send pictures, I would 
be thrilled! As always, I love to get 
emails from readers, and I welcome 
suggestions for future columns. And 
if the whole process seems too over-
whelming and you need help, contact 
me for details of my organizing ser-
vices.

Happy organizing!
Angie Hyche is a professional organizer and 

owner of Shipshape Solutions in Kingsport. 
Email her at beshipshape@ gmail.com.
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Get rid of everything in your pantry 
that is expired or you don’t need.
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Grouping can be done by shelf or sec-
tions of a shelf or in containers.


