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Hoarding 101

Learning Objectives:

At the end of this session participants will be able to

1) Describe the key clinical features of DSM-5 
criteria

2) Use a number of hoarding rating scales helpful in 
community settings

3) Discuss the different treatment approaches and 
their effectiveness



DSM-5: Obsessive-Compulsive and 

Related Disorders

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder

Body Dysmorphic Disorder

Hoarding Disorder

Trichotillomania (Hair Pulling Disorder)

Excoriation (Skin Picking) Disorder

Substance/Medication-Induced OC  and Related 
Disorder

OC & Related Disorder Due to Another Medical 
Condition

Other Specified OC & Related Disorder

Unspecified OC & Related Disorder



DSM-5 Hoarding Disorder

A. Persistent difficulty discarding or parting with 

possessions, regardless of their actual value

B. Difficulty is due to a perceived need to save the items 

and distress associated with discarding them

C. Results in accumulation of possessions that congest 

and clutter living areas and substantially 

compromises their intended use. 

D. Clinically significant distress/impairment in social, 

occupational or other important area of functioning  

(including maintaining a safe environment for 

self/others)
E. Not attributable to another medical condition

F. Not better explained by another mental disorder

Specify if: with excessive acquisition

insight is good/fair, poor, absent/delusional

NEW!



Characteristics of Hoarding

• Community prevalence 1.5-6%

• Prevalence in OCD: 30%

• Rate increases with age: 
• 2.3% aged 34-44

• 6.2% among age 55 and above

• Course of illness: typically chronic

• Insight typically develops later 

• Average age at treatment = 50

Koran et al, 2006; Mueller et al, 2009; Samuels et al, 2008; 
Grisham et al, 2006 Steketee & Frost, 2007; Tolin et al, 2010; 
Nordsletten et al, 2013 



Hoarding Safety Concerns

• Fires

• Falls
– Consider mobility, frailty, medications, medical conditions, 

visual or hearing impairment

• Infestations

• Ability to enter and exit the home and 

essential rooms 
– Kitchen, bathrooms, fire escapes

• Ability to access emergency services

• Hygiene/risk of infection/air quality



Hoarding in the news...



Manifestations of Hoarding:

1. Compulsive Acquiring

2. Saving

3. Disorganization

Steketee & Frost, 2007



Manifestations of Hoarding:

1. Compulsive Acquiring

• Compulsive buying

– Retail/discount

– Ebay, web shopping

– Home shopping network

• Compulsive acquiring of 

free things

– Advertising flyers/handouts

– Give-aways

– Trash picking, dumpster diving

Steketee & Frost, 2007,  Frost et al, 2009, Koran et al, 2006



Manifestations of Hoarding: 

2. Saving

• Reasons for saving

– Sentimental “this helps me 

remember. This represents my life. 

It’s part of me.”

– Instrumental “I might need this. I 

could fix this. Somebody could use 

this. Think of the potential!”

– Intrinsic “Isn’t this beautiful?!”

• While most people share the same 

reasons for saving, hoarders apply 

these reasons to more things

Steketee & Frost, 2007

“This reminds me of the 

day I had lunch with my 

cousin in California. I 

might forget about that 

day if I throw out this 

receipt””

“These are 

perfectly good bike 

parts.  Once I fix 

them, they’ll be 

perfect for my 

nephews.”

“I love the 

glasswork on 

this vase. I know 

it’s chipped but 

it’s still so 

beautiful”



Manifestations of Hoarding:

3. Disorganization

• Condition of the home

– Clutter

– Mixture of important and unimportant items

• Behaviour

– Fear of putting things out 

of sight

– Indecisiveness – churning

– Categorization problems

May be slow at completing tasks, frequently 
late, use circumstantial/over-inclusive 
language Steketee & Frost, 2007; Saxena, 2008



Differential Diagnosis of Hoarding Disorder

Mataix-Cols, New England Journal of Medicine 2014 



Hoarding may be comorbid

with other mental conditions…

• among cases with severe domestic squalor: 

- dementia (22%)

- schizophrenia/schizoaffective disorder (21%)

- substance use disorder (10%)

- OCD most common in cases referred to therapists

• Frost et al, 2011: studied N=217 hoarders

– 18% hoarders had OCD

– High comorbidity with depression, anxiety (similar to 

OCD)

– Hoarding associated with ADHD (28% vs. 3% in OCD)



Why do people hoard?

Learning Theory

Cognitive

Neurobiology

LIFE EXPERIENCE

Behavioural

Ethological



Is Hoarding Genetic?

• Hoarding runs in families

– 50-85% of hoarders report 1st degree relative who 

is a “packrat”

– 26-54% report family members with OCD

• Heritability of hoarding is 71%

• In a study of >5,000 twins, genetic factors 

accounted for 50% of variance, along with 

nonshared environmental factors, error

• Genetic studies suggest hoarding ≠ OCD

Saxena, 2008; Mathews et al, 2007; Zhang et al, 2002; Samuels et al, 2007; 

Iervolino, 2011



Tolin et 

al, Arch 

Gen 

Psych 

2012

Increased hemodynamic activity for patients with hoarding disorder (HD), patients with obsessive-compulsive 

disorder (OCD), and healthy control subjects (HCs) while deciding about experimenter’s possessions (EPs) vs 

personal possessions (PPs). Error bars indicate mean (SD).

Neural Mechanisms of Decision Making in Hoarding Disorder



Hoarding Disorder is associated 

with difficulties in cognition

Planning/

Decisions

Visuospatial 

learning/

memory

Attention/

Working 

memoryOrganization

Woody et al, Clin Psychology Review, 2014

-May be slow at 
completing tasks,
-frequently late 
-Use 
circumstantial/ 
over-inclusive 
language



PATTERNS OF CLINICALLY 

SIGNIFICANT COGNITIVE 

IMPAIRMENT IN HOARDING 

DISORDER 
Mackin et al, Depression and Anxiety; 

33:211–218 (2016)



Error-related brain activity dissociates hoarding 

disorder from obsessive-compulsive disorder 
Mathews et al, Psychological Medicine (2016), 46, 367–379.



Hoarding 

Assessment and 

Rating Scales



Assessing Potential Hoarders

• Questions to ask someone who acknowledges 

“clutter”:

– Are your belongings in piles along the sides of 

some/most rooms? How high?

– Are you limited to pathways in some rooms?

– Or are you walking on “goat paths” over piles?

– Are any rooms so cluttered that they’re difficult to 

use/unusable? i.e. no longer sleeping in bed, kitchen too full to 

use, no access to bathtub? 

– Do you feel your clutter is a problem?

– Are you willing to work on getting rid of things? 









Assessment Tools

Massachusetts Department of Developmental Services Risk Management 



www.ocfoundation.org

Tolin, D.F., Frost, R.O., & Steketee, 

G. (2010).  A brief interview for 

assessing compulsive hoarding: The 

Hoarding Rating Scale-Interview. 

Psychiatry Research, 178, 147-152.

Hoarding Rating Scale



www.challengingdisorganization.org



OCD Treatment Guidelines

 CPA Guidelines – 2006

NICE  (National Institute for Health and 

Clinical Excellence) Guidelines –

2005

APA Guidelines – 2007

Canadian Clinical Practice Guidelines 

2014 BMC Psychiatry

Hoarding Treatment Guidelines...?



Medications for Hoarding

• SSRIs

– Generally very well tolerated

– Effective for common comorbidity

– BUT may have limited efficacy for hoarding!

Citalopram (Celexa)

Escitalopram (Cipralex)

Fluvoxamine (Luvox)

Fluoxetine (Prozac)

Sertraline (Zoloft)

Paroxetine (Paxil)

SSRI



Do Existing Treatments Work???









Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 

for Hoarding Disorder



CBT for Hoarding Disorder:
The Good News for Individual, Group and 

Bibliotherapy

Courtesy of  Dr. Gail Steketee



CBT FOR HOARDING

NEWS

DISORDER:
THE BAD

Courtesy of Dr. Gail Steketee



Tolin , Frost, Steketee & Muroff, Depression and Anxiety

14 JAN 2015 

COGNITIVE BEHAVIORAL THERAPY FOR HOARDING 

DISORDER: A META‐ANALYSIS

Tolin et al, 2007; Steketee et al, 2010; 

Gilliam et al, 2011, Muroff et al, 2009; 

Muroff et al, 2012; Ayers et al, 2011; 

Turner et al, 2010; Frost et al, 2012a,b,c 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/da.22327/full


CBT for Hoarding
Must target

1. Acquiring 2. Discarding 3. Clutter

Core components:

 Psychoeducation

 Skills Training 

 Organizing

 Problem Solving/Decision-making

 Behavioural exposures

 Discarding

 Non-acquiring 

 Cognitive strategies

Steketee & Frost, 2007; Muroff et al, 2009



The Community Clutter & Hoarding Toolkit, VHA Home HealthCare, 2011

Enhancing 

Motivation

• Pros/Cons analysis

• Motivational  

Interviewing



Treatment rules

• Therapist does not touch possessions without 
permission

• All decisions made by the client

• Only Handle It Once

• Categories established first

• Help client establish own rules for saving and 
discarding

• Clients must think aloud while sorting 
possessions

• Treatment proceeds systematically

• In = Out

– Tackle excessive acquiring early!

Steketee & Frost, 2007





Skills Training 



Organization: Categorization 

and sorting
• Categorize unwanted items

– Trash, recycle donate, sell, undecided

– Develop list of items to be removed

– Develop action plan for removing items

• Define categories for saved objects
– Keep similar items together

– Choose limited number of locations for 
each category

– Help client select final locations for 
categories of items

Steketee & Frost, 2007



Personal Organizing Plan

Item Category Final Location 

Target Area: 



Questions for Sorting 

• Have you used this in the last year?

– Avoid keeping things you might use

• Do you really need this?

– If  you get rid of it, what’s the worst that would 

happen? 

– Could you get/borrow it elsewhere if needed?

• How many of these do you already have?

– i.e. Light casual black sweaters, heavy casual 

black sweaters, light dressy black sweater...

• Does this fit with your vision, your values, or your 

key needs?

– Would letting go of this help with your 

clutter problem?

Steketee & Frost, 2007; Community Clutter & Hoarding Handbook, 2011; Dinning, 2006



Behavioural Exposures 



Discarding Hierarchy

Textbooks

Book (general reading)

Clothing

Purses

Recent newspapers

Recent flyers

Old newspapers (5+ years)

Old flyers (5 + years)

85

80

75

65

50

35

25

10

SUDSItem



Acquiring Hierarchy

Walking out without the object

Walking away from item

Putting object back

Touching object you want

Seeing something you want

Walking into store

Standing outside store

Driving past a store

85

80

75

65

50

35

25

10

SUDSItem

SUDS = Subjective Units of Distress Scale



Personal Rules for Acquiring

• I must have

– An immediate use for it

– Time to deal with it appropriately

– Money to afford it comfortably

– Space to put it

Steketee & Frost, 2007



Cognitive Strategies

Changing Attachments to Possessions



Beliefs
• Fears of mistakes/decisions 

• Responsibility (guilt) for objects & 

people

• Opportunity

• Memory

• Identity

• Unique/one of a kind

• Completeness

• Control



Cognitive Restructuring: 

Thought Record 
Situation Moods Automatic 

Thoughts
Evidence for 
Hot Thought

Evidence

vs.  Hot 
Thought

Alternative
/Balanced 
Thoughts

Rate 
Mood 
Now

Throwing 
out a 
newspaper 

Anxiety 
(70%)

Sadness

(50%)

If I throw this 
out I won’t 
know this 
information

I won’t know 
what’s going 
on in the 
world

If I don’t 
know 
everything in 
the news then 
others will 
think I am a 
stupid person



When Hoarding Compromises 

Safety....
• Forced “clean out” is the last resort

– i.e. when  poses fire/health hazard (vermin, 

rodents, toxins, or risk of falls)

– POOR outcome long-term

• Consider risk management approach if 

possible

– Slow gradual steps to establish trust, 

working relationship

– Gradual reduction of risk



Cleanouts

Steketee et al., Health Soc Wk, 2001; 26; 176-184



 Hoarding is common, chronic, and associated 

with very significant risk to hoarders and those 

around them

 Outcome with conventional OCD treatment 

(medication or CBT) is poor

 Group CBT protocols developed for hoarding 

result in

 >70% improved/much improved

 30% remission rate

 >25% reduction in severity

Hoarding Disorder - Summary



Hoarding Disorder - Summary

 Specialized CBT is an effective treatment, 

while forced clean-outs are considered a 

last resort 

 CBT should address 

– Discarding

– Acquiring 

– Skills Training (organization, problem 

solving)





Peer support 

now available 

in Toronto….



On-line resources.net

Hoarding Disorder

– www.hoarding.iocdf.org (Hoarding: International 

Obsessive Compulsive Foundation)

– www.sunnybrook.ca/thompsoncentre (Frederick W. 

Thompson Anxiety Disorders Centre)

– www.childrenofhoarders.com

– www.vha.ca/thssn (Toronto Hoarding Support Services 

Network at VHA)

http://www.ocfoundation.org/
http://www.ocfoundation.org/
http://www.sunnybrook.ca/thompsoncentre
http://www.childrenofhoarders.com/
http://www.vha.ca/thssn


Self Help Books for  Hoarding  & OCD 
Buried in Treasures: Help for Compulsive Acquiring, Saving, and 

Hoarding. Tolin, Frost & Steketee (2007)(2013)

Compulsive Hoarding and Acquiring (client and therapist workbooks)

Steketee & Frost, Oxford University Press, 2007

Treatment for Hoarding Disorder

Steketee & Frost, Oxford University Press, 2013

Overcoming Compulsive Hoarding

Neziroglu, Bubrick & Yaryura-Tobias, New Harbinger Press, 2004

Stuff: Compulsive Hoarding and the Meaning of Things

Steketee & Frost, 2011

Digging Out

Tompkins, Hartl, Frost & Steketee, 2009

Getting Over OCD: A 10-Step Workbook for Taking Back Your Life.  Abramowitz (2009)

The OCD Workbook: Your Guide to Breaking Free From OCD. Hyman & Pedrick (1999)

Overcoming Obsessive Thoughts: How to Gain Control of Your OCD. Purdon  & Clark (2005)

When Perfect Isn’t Good Enough. Antony & Swinson (2009)

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0547422555/ref=sib_dp_pt
http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0195300580/ref=sib_dp_pt
http://www.amazon.ca/gp/reader/1572245948/ref=sib_dp_pt


Hoarding 101

• For handouts, questions, inquiries:

ThompsonCentreEducation@sunnybrook.ca

(Please put Hoarding 101 in subject line)

mailto:ThompsonCentreEducation@sunnybrook.ca
mailto:ThompsonCentreEducation@sunnybrook.ca


Thank you!


