
Hoarding Issues in Elders

Assessment and Intervention

Jennifer Baker, MA, MSW

August 10, 2022



2

Objectives

Explain the inherent difficulties encountered when helping with 
hoarding

Describe assessment tools for hoarding disorder

Identify behavioral, cognitive and emotional strategies for 
intervening with individuals who hoard



3

Hoarding Defined 1

A. Difficulty discarding/parting with objects

B. Difficulty discarding due to urges to save

C. Symptoms result in accumulation of possessions that clutter 

living areas

D. Distress or interference

E. Not better accounted for by medical condition

F. Not better accounted for by other mental illnesses
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Model of Compulsive Hoarding 2

Biological vulnerabilities

Information processing deficits

Erroneous beliefs about possessions

Problems with emotional attachment

Reinforcement factors
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Clutter and Hoarding 3

Clutter is a symptom
e.g. avoidance of distress = avoidance of decision-making = Clutter

Indecision, perfectionism and powerful beliefs/attachments to 
belongings are the central feature of hoarding

Physically reducing clutter is a necessary part of helping but does not 
address the hoarding problem

Changing beliefs and the meaning of possessions eventually reduces 
clutter

Improving organizing habits is a necessary component for change
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Why Help is Refused 4, 5

Insight is partial (12%) or lacking entirely (73%)

Clutter blindness

Co-occurring mental illness

Negative experiences – resentment, mistrust, fear, shame

Average length of intervention = 18 months to two years

Lack of motivation



Hoarding Specific Assessments
Hoarding Interview 
HOMES Multi-disciplinary Risk Assessment 
Clutter Image Rating
Hoarding Rating Scale (HRS)
Activities of Daily Living- Hoarding
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Hoarding Interview

Home, objects and reactions

Where to start

Organizational systems

Family & friends

Health & safety

Problems from hoarding

Prior intervention efforts
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HOMES Hoarding Risk Assessment 6

Provides a structural conceptualization of risk in a hoarded 
environment

Intended as an initial and brief assessment

Combines a visual scan as well as a conversation

Determines the effect of clutter/hoarding on Health, Obstacles, Mental 
Health, Endangerment and Structure

http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/docs/dmr/awp/hpci-risk-hoarding.pdf
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Clutter Image Rating Scale 7

Visual rating scale (1-9) that uses photos to assess severity of 
hoarding and insight

Evaluation is based on volume, not specific contents or their 
location

4 or greater is clinically significant

http://www.hoardingconnectioncc.org/Hoarding_cir.pdf





Intervention Options
Behavioral coach, in-home support
Mental health treatment (specialized CBT for hoarding)
Buried in Treasures peer-led groups
Support groups (online or in person)
Medications
Supported clean-out
Clean out without control/presence
Eviction/Condemnation
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CBT for Hoarding 8

26 sessions; six months – one year of treatment

Office sessions (60 min) and in-home sessions (90-120 min)

Practice in acquiring locations 

Family consultation if needed

Supported cleanouts with trained therapeutic team

Booster sessions
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Harm Reduction 9

Assess harm potential

Set realistic goals that focus on safety/comfort

Engage individual, family and other team members 

Create harm reduction plan

Expect failures, set-backs, and (re)negotiation

Provide on-going monitoring
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Harm Reduction Examples

Harm Reduction Target:
Eliminate unsafe food

Harm Reduction Strategies:

• Discard all expired food

• Create “par” lists inside 
cupboards

• Limit shopping to 
once/week

Harm Reduction Target:  
Create a safe path

Harm Reduction 
Strategies:

• Opt out of junk mail

• Limit or cancel 
subscriptions

• Line path with clear 
bins

• Use “read by” dates
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House and Room Mapping

Divide home into zones 

Include yard, car, and storage units if appropriate

Begin with greatest area of risk, highest motivation, or smallest space

Divide individual rooms into zones beginning with entrance

Sort clockwise or counterclockwise around the room until complete

Create a moveable staging area for sorting as you progress

Jesse Edsell-Vetter, MBHP
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Sorting – Three Pile System 8, 9

Set a timer

Pick up one item at a time

Utilize decision-making questions

Sort into one of three piles: “Keep” “Discard” “I Don’t Know” 

At the end of time, make snap decisions about “I Don’t Know” items

Distribute all items in the Keep pile to where they live

Discard can mean: recycle, sell, give away, donate, garbage, etc.
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Decision-making Questions 8, 9

How many do I have and is that enough?

Do I have enough time and space for it?

Have I used it in the past year?

Do I have a specific plan to use this within a reasonable time frame?

Does this just seem important because I’m looking at it now?

Is it current, of good quality, etc.?

Would I buy it again if I didn’t already own it?

Do I really need it?

Will not having this help me solve my hoarding problem?
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A Few Things That Help

Ask permission before touching items

Write things down and post in visible location

Be systematic – do not jump around

Give genuine praise and encourage self-rewards

Remember that the decision process is more important than the 
decision



22

Limit Acquiring

Things come into a home in a variety of ways
• Compulsive Buying
• Compulsive Acquiring of Free Things
• Passive Acquisition 

Consider positive/negative reinforcers and find other ways to 
meet emotional needs

Postpone the acquisition 

Modify decision-making questions for acquiring 

Follow the “One in, one (or two) out” rule
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Organizational Systems

Tap into existing organizational systems or create new ones

Pair new activities with established habits

Use photographs and lists to improve insight

Refer to outside sources for food safety guidelines

Remember “OHIO” – Only Handle It Once 

Employ the concept of “sacred space”
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Questions???

Contact Jen Baker at

Jennifer.baker504@commonspirit.org

402-398-5934

mailto:Jennifer.baker504@commonspirit.org
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