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The Basics



Who is this crazy lady and why 

should we listen to her?
Å 30+ years of experience working with hundreds of clients for thousands 

of hours working with clients with clutter and hoarding issues.

Å Board Certified Professional Organizer

Å Specialize in working with Elders and those that are severely cluttered

Å International Instructor to the FBI, Police Departments, Social Service 
Departments, Therapists and Professional Organizers

Å Only company in DC Metro area that KNOWINGLY takes clients with 
mental health diagnoses

Å Thousands of CEUs in client centric topics

Å NAPO memberïNational Association of Productivity and Organization 
Professionals

Å ICD member ïInstitute for Challenging Disorganization

Å ICD Specialist Certificates in Chronic Disorganization, Aging and 
Hoarding

Å Work with Mental Health professionals, home health care professionals, 
Attorneys and others to assist those they serve
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What is ñnormalò clutter?

ÅEVERYONE has some clutter ï even if itôs 

just ñpockets of neatness resistanceò 

ÅPerfection is just for magazines 

ÅClutter ï even bad cases ï can be 

situational or chronic

ÅClutter has an effect on all aspects of your 

life ï physical, mental, emotional, social 

and work life. Donôt discount it.
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Types of clutter

#1?
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#1 Paperwork
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Types of Clutter

Future Worth
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Types of Clutter

Invisible
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Now its own diagnosis in the DSM 5 ï 

Criteria for Hoarding Disorder (HD) ï 

OC Spectrum Condition (APA,2013)

A. Persistent difficulty discarding or 

parting with possessions, regardless 

of their actual value.

B. Perceived need to save items and 

distress associated with discarding 

them

What is hoarding?
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What is hoarding? - continued

C. Accumulation of possessions 

that clutter active living areas 

and substantially compromise 

their intended use. If living 

areas are uncluttered, it is only 

because of the interventions of 

third parties (family members, 

authorities, cleaners)
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D. Causes clinically significant distress or 

impairment in social, occupational, or other 

important areas functioning (including 

maintaining a safe environment for self 

and others)

E. Not attributable to another medical 

condition (e.g., brain injury, 

cerebrovascular disease, etc)

F. Not better accounted for by another 

DSM-5 disorder (e.g., OCD, major 

depression, psychotic disorder, dementia, 

autism spectrum disorder)

What is hoarding? - continued



Extreme Hoarding

ÅThe extreme collector is frequently the least 
likely to accept help.

ÅMany older parents have become estranged 
from their children.

ÅCan not reasonably care for themselves.

ÅGovernment intervention is generally the last 
resort when the deteriorated housing conditions 
are extensive.
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Someone who Hoardsé

ÅCollects items that others consider useless 

such as trash, broken toys, etc.

ÅWill dumpster dive to find items to bring 

home to add to the collection of ñstuffò

ÅDoes not understand why others canôt 

appreciate their collection

ÅCollects everything ï often including 

animals
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Severe Domestic Squalor Defined

ÅThe interior conditions of the home have 

become unsanitary to the point of being a 

threat to the health and safety of those 

who live or work in it.
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Squallor
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How many have HD or CD?

2-5% of the population worldwide has HD, up to 20% are 

severely cluttered

US population as of 2020 census was 331,449,281

HD = 6,628,986 ï 16,572,464

Severely cluttered = 66,289,856

Virginia population of 8,631,393

HD = 172,628 ï 431,570

Severely cluttered = 1,726,279
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Potential legal changes due to Hoarding 

becoming its own diagnosis

ÅDiagnosis as defense

ÅFair Housing Act

ÅAmericans with Disabilities Act

ÅHealth Insurance ï standard and employer
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The History of Hoarding
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Homer and Langly Collyer
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March 21, 1947

2078 Fifth Street Avenue 



Neat/Organized Hoard

Dry Hoard
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Messy Hoard

Wet Hoard
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Animal Hoarding

ÅWhile less prevalent, animal hoarding poses a 
serious health threat to the resident, the 
community and the animals being kept. 

ÅAnimal overpopulation in a home leads to 
unhealthy waste accumulation, starvation, disease 
and animal death. Decomposing remains also 
adds to the unhealthy environment. 

ÅTypically, someone who hoards animals is 
unaware of the filth and odor actually present in 
and around the home, and insists the animals are 
being cared for appropriately. 
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Who Hoards
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How serious can this get?
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10/3/2012 ï Greenwich, CT ï Dean Verboven (42) set fire 

to his house to prevent state social workers from cleaning it 

out. He died, his 69 year old mother Barbara was severely 

burned.

In the last 12 months ï Conquer the Clutter ï 42 
hoarded clients in Northern Virginia, none of whom made 
the news



Psychology of Hoarding
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Hoarding is not a lifestyle choice
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Impact of Clutter

Å98% have at least moderate difficulty 

moving around the house

Å70% unable to use furniture

Å50% unable to use stove tops or ovens

Å45% unable to use refrigerator or freezer

Å42% unable to use tubs or kitchen sinks

Å10% unable to use toilets
Å NAPSA 2020 ï Ethics and the hoarding dilemma
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How hoarding feels

ÅHoarding is like Cancer

ïMalevolent

ïDark

ïGrows when you are not looking at it

ïNeeds immediate attention

ïNeed monitoring

ïLike wearing cataract simulation glasses 24/7
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Time frame

Hoarding is not a short term problem, expect a behavior 

change to take months or years. It takes time to retrain a 

personôs habits.

Recidivism rates are high ï 

almost 100% without therapy 

and 70-90% with it. If in 

therapy interventions tend to 

happen sooner with slower

rates of re-hoarding.

© 2025 Maria Spetalnik Mail@MariaSpetalnik.com



Alteration in causality beliefs

Prior to 2005 or so 

  Environment was considered to be 

the primary cause of hoarding 

behaviors

Nowé.

  Genetic/Injury/Disease

  Executive order decision making

  Psychiatric diagnoses
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Possible Triggers

Grief and loss
Loss of a person (death, divorce, 
 breakup)
Possessions (Fire, Flood, 
 divorce)
Possibilities (Dream job, girl 
 have crush on)
Societal losses (shootings,
 vicarious traumatization)

Raised in environment so its familiar

Self Soothing behavior 
 ñRetail Therapyò
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Family drama

Fights
ïLost payments ï foreclosures ï 

loss of utilities

ïCompensating by purchasing 

leads to inability to pay bills

ïIncreased embarrassment so 

friends not invited over leading to 

social isolation

ïIncreased strain in familial 

relationships
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Children living in a Hoarded 

Home
ÅMay have no space of their own due to 

family membersô HD

ÅMore than 80% likely to hoard  when 

they grow up in a hoarded home

ÅHealth and safety issues school 

achievement problems due to lack of 

ability to complete homework

ÅLearned coping behaviors

ÅAbuse due to heightened stress in the 

family
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Elders with HD
Å10-25% of nursing home and public 

housing residents

ÅPremature relocation to senior

           housing and greatly increased    

           risk of homelessness

ÅOne study showed up to 40% of 

 homeless hoard

ÅChronic and age-related medical 

           illnesses at higher rate than     

           average

ÅSignificant impairment of ADLôs

ÅSocial isolation
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Train of Thought
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Age 68
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Age 68

Economy Bad
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Age 68

Economy Bad

Lose Job
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Age 68

Economy Bad

Lose Job

Canôt get a new job

© 2025 Maria Spetalnik Mail@MariaSpetalnik.com



Age 68

Economy Bad

Lose Job

Canôt get a new job

No Income
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Age 68

Economy Bad

Lose Job

Canôt get a new job

No Income

No $$ to buy food
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Age 68

Economy Bad

Lose Job

Canôt get a new job

No Income

No $$ to buy food

Eat what I have
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Age 68

Economy Bad

Lose Job

Canôt get a new job

No Income

No $$ to buy food

Eat what I have

Sick         Dead
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Signs there may be hoarding
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Windows
ÅMiniblinds or curtains pressed against the 

glass

ÅCardboard or other items 

   covering 

   the glass
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The reasons for Hoarding
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Lack of insight

ÅEveryone lives like this, 

Iôm just being picked on

ÅI donôt need to worry 

about the fire codes, Iôm 

not going to have a fire

ÅMy house is too small, 

if I get a bigger one everything will have a place
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Proxy by Item/Emotion 

Transference

© 2025 Maria Spetalnik Mail@MariaSpetalnik.com



Safety
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Basic Health and Safety
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Egress
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Structural Damage
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Combustibles
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�Í After

�Ï Before
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