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What is hoarding? 

• Chronic disorganization 

• Having trouble resisting acquiring and saving 
too many possessions. Saving and saving until 
we feel overwhelmed and intimidated by the 
idea of getting rid of things.  

 



What is hoarding? 

• Institute for Challenging Disorganization 
– Accumulation of large quantities of objects, 

documents, papers, or possessions beyond apparent 
necessity or pleasure. 

– Difficulty parting with things and letting go 

– A wide range of interests and many uncompleted 
projects 

– Need for visual “cues” to remind one to take action 

– Tendency to be easily distracted or lose concentration 

– Poor time-management skills 

 



What is hoarding? 

• Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM-5) 

– Persistent difficulty discarding or parting with 
possessions, regardless of their actual value. 

– This difficulty is due to a perceived need to save the 
items and distress associated with discarding them. 

– The symptoms result in the accumulation of 
possessions that congest and clutter active living areas 
and substantially compromise their intended value. 



What is hoarding? 

• Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5) 

– The hoarding causes clinically significant distress 
or impairment in social, occupational, or other 
important areas of functioning. 

• Excessive acquiring: people often have trouble stopping 
themselves from acquiring things. 

• Poor Insight: some people have a hard time 
understanding the severity of their problem. 



Causes 

• Many people can identify themselves as 
“savers” or “collectors” from an early age 

• It can be linked to trauma 

• Some don’t seem to have an issue until they 
are older 

• Often tends to run in families, there may be a 
genetic or behavioral component 



Clutter 

Emotional attachment 
and unhelpful beliefs 
about possessions. 

Problems processing 
information. Behavior Patterns 

Reinforcement 



Insight & Disorganization 

• Some recognize the problem and are intensely 
bothered 

• Some recognized that the clutter is excessive, 
they feel ashamed and with they could do 
something about it 

• Some lack the ability to recognize or refuse to 
acknowledge the problem. 

• Some have trouble with organization, separating 
important things from unimportant things. 



Assessment 

• Picture Rating Scale 

• Hoarding Rating Scale 

– Do you have a safe home? 

– Are your activities of daily living impacted? 

– Is there sanitation problems? 



Assessment 



Things that often get in the way: 

• Thoughts: “It’s just not a priority” 
• Not taking time to work on the problem 

– Maybe because of decreased awareness 

– Lack of understanding 

– Attempts fall short because of encountering reasons why 
every item is important 

– Struggles parting with sentimental things 

– Poor time management skills 

– Poor organizational skills 

 



Change 

We often work on problems when the reasons 
to change outweigh the reasons for not 

changing. 



Are you ready to change? 

Reasons to change: 
– Clutter is hurting my social life 

– My hoarding problem makes 
me feel bad about myself 

– My family argues a lot about 
my hoarding problem. 

– I want to get my life under 
control. 

– I want to feel comfortable in 
my own home.  

– All of this clutter is not safe for 
me. 

Reasons not to change: 
– My clutter’s not hurting 

anyone. 

– Working on the problem would 
be like “giving in” to people 
who have been nagging me. 

– Acquiring is one of the few 
things that brings me pleasure. 

– I’m perfectly happy with things 
as they are . 

– Acknowledging the problem 
would make me feel bed. 



Unhelpful Beliefs 

• Beliefs about usefulness 

• Perfectionism 

• Responsibility 

• Attachment to possessions 

• Objects = Identity 

• Memory 

• Control 



Beliefs about objects 

• Very strong beliefs that have become so 
intense, so inflexible that they have become 
unhelpful and can get in the way of progress. 

– Confusion of “needing” and “wanting” 



Perfectionism 

• Making sure that no mistakes are made when 
clearing out clutter 

• “What if I make a mistake?” 

• Motivation killer 

• Stay focused on the goal 

• Focus on progress 



Responsibility 

• Making sure that each item gets used, donated, 
or recycled in the right way. 

• If this belief becomes too rigid it can be 
overwhelming to ensure that every item is take 
care of to this extent.  

• It can signal emotional attachment to objects 
– Responsibility questions: 

• Is this the best charity 
• How do I know the money will go to the best cause 
• It would be better to give them to someone I know 
• I’ll hold on to these items until I find the “right” thing to do 

with them 

 



Attachment to Possessions 

• Attachment to objects can become excessive 
when we have a difficult time letting go of 
things that are no longer useful for us.  

• We can assign emotional states to objects 

– Rescuing an object 

• Holding on to items from loved ones, beyond 
photos or other sentimental items. 

 



Objects = Identity 

• Possessions can often remind us of who we were 
or who we want to be. 

• Often defining ourselves by what we have and 
hope to do, unable to do what we wanted to 
because of the clutter. 

Ask yourself: Do you derive a sense of identity from 
your possessions? Do the things in your home make 
you feel like a business person? A crafter? An artist? 
A handyperson? A parent? A good friend? 
Now ask: is the amount I have proportional to the 
amount I do? 



Memory 

• We all leave things out to help us remember 
to do things: pay a bill etc. 

• Underestimating our ability to remember. 

• Relying too heavily on visual reminders can 
result in piles upon piles of reminders where 
one reminder becomes buried by another and 
so on.  

• Too many reminders can run together and 
remind us of nothing 



Control 

• Control is a paradox. 
• Decisions about keeping, saving and throwing away get 

tangled with out belief about independence and autonomy. 
• We can react to others telling us what to do with all of our 

stuff: 
– Self-damaging behaviors 

• Digging your heels in 
• Resisting change 
• Being stubborn 
• Doing the opposite 

 
Ultimately it can feel like you have control over all of your 
stuff, when your stuff is controlling you. 



Overthinking and Confusion 

• Having to do things a certain way 
– Newspaper bundles: wrapped a certain way, a certain 

number of papers in each pile, with a certain type of 
string 

• Intelligence and creativity can be an enemy 
– Over creativity may mean that one object could have 

50 uses as opposed to 3 (keep, donate, throw away) 
– Thinking or more and more ways to use an object can 

be intimidating when you are thinking of throwing 
something way. 

– Toilet paper cardboard tube experiment 

 



Avoidances & Excuses 

• Getting rid of things can bring up feelings of 
sadness and anxiety. 
– Going to great lengths to avoid sadness and 

anxiety is problematic. 

– Avoidance of mail because of bills 

• Avoidance also happens when we feel 
overwhelmed and confused 
– When looking at clutter, feeling an overwhelming 

feeling of fatigue, leading to procrastination. 



Pleasure vs Discomfort 

• People with hoarding often find they only experience 
pleasure when acquiring. 
– Short lived 
– Unable to see long term unhappiness of excessive clutter 

and limited life functioning 

• Pleasure is short lived when they return home 
• We need to find a balance between what feels good 

and what is good for us. 
– Salad vs. cake 
– TV or gym 

• There is no right or wrong answer other than finding 
balance. 



What can you do? 

• Take a photo before you start 

• Combine two elements: 

– Stop acquiring 

– Start sorting 

 



Keep your eye on the prize 

• Be aware of the obstacles previously reviewed 

• Celebrate victories as you go 

• Refer back to your picture 

• Use a coach to help when possible. 



Downward Arrow  

• Learning about your beliefs 

• Working to identify what you are truly afraid 
of and what you believe to be true about 
yourself 



Thinking & Talking It Through 

• Have an initial dialog about each item 

• Get your internal thoughts out so that you can 
hear them 

• Ask yourself questions about each item: 

– Have I used this in the last year? 

– Have I used this? 

– Is this something to give away or trash? 



Be a Scientist 

• When you are stumped about what to do or the maladaptive 
thoughts are too loud, try an experiment: 

• If-Then 
– If I don’t buy this item…then I won’t be able to stop thinking about 

it….I don’t buy the item and pay attention to my thoughts for 24 
hours…After an hour I wasn’t thinking about it as much, by the next 
day I wasn’t thinking about it at all….My brain doesn’t stay stuck on 
things forever. I am able to move on. 

– If I throw this item away…then I will fell terrible forever and won’t be 
able to function…I throw the item away and pay attention to my 
feelings and functioning over the next 24 hours…when I threw it out, I 
only had minor feelings of anxiety. By that evening I felt fine. I was still 
able to function as I normally do. I’m more resilient than I thought. I 
can handle feeling bad, and can still function just fine. Even if I do feel 
bad I won’t feel bad forever. 



Organizing, Sorting, and Removing 
OH-MY! 

• Set a calendar schedule to follow 

– Time management: purchase a timer (if you don’t 
have one) 

– Start with small time increments (5-10 minutes) 

– Limit any distractions (phone, TV, radio) 

– Take a break after the time goes off 

– Repeat with increasing amounts of time 

– Then work until you feel distracted or bored 



Organization 

• Use a calendar to keep track of the current project 
• Break big tasks (bathroom) into smaller tasks (1 

drawer) 
• Try to limit your visual reminders of the other parts of 

the room, if you find yourself easily distracted by the 
‘overwhelming nature of everything’ 

• Problem solving (dust off your lab coat): 
– Define the problem clearly 
– Come up with as many solutions as possible 
– Select a solution 
– Implement solution 
– Evaluate the outcome 



Strategies for Sorting and Organizing 

• Know what your options are by locating a 
recycling center, donation locations, donation 
centers that will pick items up, heavy trash 
days, and trash days. 

• Make a decision tree 



Decide whether to keep 
or remove items 

Wanted: Determine 
category: Sort into 

nearby box 

Moved categorized 
items to interim location 

Move to final location 

Not wanted: Determine 
category: Trash, recycle, 

give away, sell 

Move to final location:  

Trash container, Recycle 
bin, box for charity, box 

for family/friend, box for 
sales items 



Ways to Enhance Motivation 

• Recognition of the problem 

• Evaluating your readiness to work on the problem 

• Telling your story 

• Identifying reasons to change and reasons not to 
change 

• Identifying your values 

• Identifying your goals 

• Contracting with yourself 



Family and Friends 

• Show empathy 

• Don’t argue 

• Respect autonomy 

• Set limits 

 



Treatment Steps 

• Reduce acquiring 
• Avoidance is not a long-term solution 

– Use it in the short-term and make plans to return to the places where 
you acquire 

• Figuring out the what, how and why you acquire 
– Listing everything that you’ve purchased 
– Rate how uncomfortable you would have been if you hadn’t purchased 

the item 

• Understanding your acquiring process 
– Assess your beginning emotional state 
– Identify your acquiring triggers 
– Thoughts that make acquiring more likely 
– Immediate emotional experience after acquiring 
– Development of regret 

 



Changing Your Thoughts About 
Acquiring 

• Set rules 

• Ask questions 

• Learning to tolerate your triggers to acquire 

• Developing alternative sources of acquiring 



Resources 

• Compulsive Hoarding and Acquiring Workbook 
by Gail Steketee and Randy O. Frost 
Treatments ThatWorkTM 

• Buried in Treasures by David Tolin, Randy 
Frost, and Gail Steketee 

• Digging Out by Michael Tompkins and Tamary 
Hartl 

• Stuff by Randy Frost and Gail Steketee 

 



Online Resources 

• International OCD Foundation 
(www.ocfoundation.org/hoarding) 

• Children of Hoarders 
(www.childrenofhoarders.com) 

• National Association of Professional 
Organizers (www.napo.net) 

• Institute for Challenging Disorganization 
(www.challengingdisorganization.org)  

 

http://www.ocfoundation.org/hoarding
http://www.childrenofhoarders.com/
http://www.napo.net/

