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YOUR KITCHEN, ONLY SMARTER
Organizing advice, cooking strategies, 
refrigerator revelations, and dozens 
of other pro tips to help your busiest 
room positively hum with efficiency.
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1 COOKTOP, REFRIGER-
ATOR, SINK Typically, the 
ideal layout centers 
around a work triangle of 
these three elements, 
with four to nine feet 
between each. But this is 
not a hard-and-fast rule, 
especially with today’s 
bigger, more open kitch-
ens. “What’s more helpful 
is to set up distinct areas 
for frequent activities, 
like making coffee, prep-
ping dinner, and enter-
taining,” says Mary 
Kathryn Reese, a kitchen-
remodeling pro in Dallas.

2 PREP SPACE Aim for 
two to four feet of room 
on either side of the 
sink and the stove, sug-
gests Reese: “You need 
at least enough to fit 
a large cutting board.” 
Have a stand mixer or 
some other bulky appli-
ance in that spot? Move 
it. If your kitchen lacks 
counter space, add more 
surface area with a 
rolling island.

3 DISHES, GLASSES, 
POTS AND PANS Shelves 
stay neater if you divide 
cabinets into categories. 

(Everyday plates in one, 
most-used cookware in 
another.) Walk yourself 
through your usual 
kitchen routine and con-
sider how many steps 
you’re taking from a cabi-
net to its corresponding 
task. If a switch-up will 
shorten the distance, do 
it, says Reese. 

4 TASK LIGHTING
Overhead fixtures aren’t 
illuminating enough. 
Under-cabinet lighting 
not only makes food 
prep easier but also adds 
ambience. “If you can’t 

have an electrician 
wire it in, try adhering 
a battery-operated fix-
ture,” says Diane Ben-
bow, a kitchen designer 
in Asheville, North Caro-
lina. (RS pick: Utilitech 
Under-Cabinet LED Light 
Bar, $14, lowes.com.)

5 JUNK DRAWER It’s a 
clutter-concealing neces-
sity, but because it’s not 
essential for cooking, 
it shouldn’t take up prime 
real estate, says Reese. 
Choose a drawer at the 
room’s perimeter that’s 
15 to 24 inches wide.

What goes where?
If your cooking space turns to chaos every time you scramble eggs, a quick 
reshuffling is in order. These guidelines will point you in the right direction.

MAKE DRAWERS 
WORK HARDER
Full-extension 
glides (sold at 

some hardware 
stores) enable you 

to pull drawers 
all the way out, 

maximizing space.

CONCEAL 
THE TRASH 

A freestanding 
garbage can is an 
obstruction. Can’t 

install a pullout 
cabinet bin? Affix 

a slide-out rail at 
the bottom of a 

lower cupboard. 
(Rev-a-Shelf waste 

bin, from $51, 
homedepot.com.)

CHANGE UP YOUR SETUP

Think in
zones

STORING ITEMS 
WHERE YOU USE 
THEM (BAKING 
SHEETS BY THE 
OVEN, GLASSES 
NEAR THE 
REFRIGERATOR) 
SAVES YOU TIME 
AND QUICKENS 
CLEANUPS.

The 
experts

DIANE BENBOW, 
vice president and 
kitchen designer 
at Benbow & 
Associates, in 
Asheville, 
North Carolina.

CARLEY KNOBLOCH, 
digital lifestyle 
expert at 
carleyk.com, in 
Los Angeles.

JULIE MORGENSTERN,
organizing expert 
and author of 
Shed Your Stuff, 
Change Your Life,
in New York City.

DOUGLAS MOTT, 
president 
of RepairClinic.
com, in Canton, 
Michigan.

JILL NOTINI, 
spokesperson for 
the Association of 
Home Appliance 
Manufacturers, in 
Washington, D.C.

MARY KATHRYN 
REESE, owner of 
Snappy Kitchens, 
in Dallas.

BARBARA REICH, 
organizing expert 
in New York City 
and author of 
Secrets of an 
Organized Mom.

DON SCHAFFNER, 
PH.D., professor of 
food science at 
Rutgers University, 
in New Brunswick, 
New Jersey.

MERYL STARR, 
organizing expert 
in New York City.

CATHERINE 
STROHBEHN, PH.D., 
food-safety 
specialist at Iowa 
State University, 
in Ames.
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STRE AMLINE YOUR FO OD STOR AGE

Revamp the 
refrigerator

Storing items 
in certain spots—

and with the 
ideal gear—will 

keep food 
fresher longer.

CATEGORIZE 
CONDIMENTS 

Put dressings 
in one spot, 

jams in another. 
It’s easier to 
notice when 

something is 
used up.

1 DOOR It’s the warmest 
spot in the refrigerator, 
so stock it with the least 
perishable items: mus-
tard, mayonnaise, soy 
sauce, pickles, salad 
dressings, salsa, jams, 
and nut butters.

2 TOP SHELF Odd-size 
items that don’t fit else-
where and that should 
be chilled but not too cold 
(like beer and soda) go 
here. It’s also a good out-
of-the-way ledge for left-
overs. Keep them on 
the same section of the 
shelf every time so you 
remember to use them.

3 MIDDLE SHELF At eye 
level, this is a smart 
spot for healthy snacks, 
like carrots and hummus. 
Also, eggs fare best 
here, where the temper-
ature is most moderate.

4 MEAT DRAWER
Stashing deli meats and 
cheeses here prevents 

cross-contamination 
with other foods. (Deli 
meats have been linked 
to bacteria that cause 
food-borne illness.) If 
your refrigerator doesn’t 
have a meat drawer, 
keep cold cuts on the 
bottom shelf, which is 
the coldest.

5 BOTTOM SHELF
Put raw meats (fresh 
or thawing) here 
to keep juices from 
dripping and contami-
nating ready-to-eat 
foods below. Milk can 
go farther back 
on the bottom shelf—
normally the coldest 
spot—along with other 
dairy items, like yogurt.

6 CRISPER DRAWERS
Store vegetables in 
the high-humidity drawer 
and fruits in the 
low-humidity one. Keep 
in mind: Some fruits 
(apples, avocados, 
cantaloupes, peaches, 
pears) emit ethylene 
gas, which can cause 
other ethylene-sensitive 
fruits and vegetables 
(like broccoli, asparagus, 
carrots, cucumbers, 
eggplants, green beans, 
lettuces, and other 
greens) to go bad more 
quickly. Prolong fresh-
ness by storing hardy 
ethylene producers at 
room temperature until 
ripe, then transfer 
them to the refrigerator.

DON’T NEED A 
MEAT DRAWER?

Turn it into a 
trove for items 
you use most, 

like lunch-box 
supplies and 
after-school 

snacks.

KITCHEN SHORTCUT FROM AN EXPERT CHEF

 “Install a speed rail [the aluminum shelving used in bars to hold bottles of liquor] over your 
stove to keep oil, salt, and pepper nearby when you’re cooking.” —AMANDA COHEN, CHEF AND 
OWNER OF DIRT CANDY, IN NEW YORK CITY

SISTEMA KLIP IT 
CONTAINERS 
Use these 
for pasta, cereal, 
and other dry 
foods. “They 
stack well and 
have a tighter 
clasp than most 
other brands,” 
says Julie 
Morgenstern.
TO BUY: $30 
for a 16-piece 
set, bedbath
andbeyond.com.

SIMPLEHUMAN 
GROCERY BAG 
DISPENSER
Get that snarl of 
bags off the floor 
with this dis-
penser mounted 
on a pantry wall 
and you’ll actually 
be able to find 
one when 
you need it, says 
Meryl Starr.
TO BUY: $10, 
simplehuman.
com.

LIPPER INTERNA-
TIONAL BAMBOO 
2-TIER TURNTABLE
 “Pantries often 
have hard-to-
reach corners 
or deep shelves; 
a lazy Susan 
makes the most 
of the space. 
This is my go-to 
because it has 
two levels for 
twice the storage 
room,” says 
Barbara Reich.
TO BUY: $25, 
amazon.com.

DREAMFARM 
GRIPET
Not the type to 
store stuff 
digitally? Put 
this note holder 
on the back 
of a pantry door 
to keep grocery 
lists, coupons, 
and recipes in 
order, says Starr.
TO BUY: $25, 
amazon.com.

DELUXE 
CANNED FOOD 
STORAGE RACK
 “This is my solu-
tion for shelves 
that are extra-
deep or widely 
spaced. It helps 
you utilize all 
of the space and 
makes canned 
goods so easy to 
find and reach,” 
says Reich. 
TO BUY: $31, 
theorganizing
store.com.

5 PANTRY 
SPACE 
SAVERS
These picks from 
organizing pros 
will keep your 
goods neatly 
sealed, stacked, 
and in sight.

Shelf 
help

DON’T FORGET! 
YOU CAN ADJUST 
THE SHELVES, 
SO YOUR BIG 
BOTTLE OF 
COLD-BREW 
COFFEE 
DOESN’T HAVE 
TO LIE ON 
ITS SIDE.
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