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"The Incurable Collector" 
(Hoarding) 
 

Meet Fred, George, and Alice 
George ran a supply business for 45 
years. He is an inventor and a health 
food advocate. These days he is trying 
to keep all his equipment and health 
food supplies in a tiny one room 
apartment. 

At 86, Alice only started keeping things 
recently. She will take a wide variety 
things from the dumpster, some of 
which are not very sanitary. She is 
suspicious of people. 

Fred is a widower renting a house with a friend. Fred 
began collecting and hoarding tools, parts and other 
equipment. The living space has become so limited they 
sleep on chairs. 

What Is Hoarding? 
 
Basically, hoarding is when a person collects and keeps so 
many items (or so many animals) that they interfere with 
their lives or other people’s lives and health. Severe 
hoarding causes safety and health hazards.  
 
People of any age can hoard things. We tend to see it a 
bit more among older adults.  Another word commonly 
used for hoarding is “being a pack rat”. 
 

How Common Is It? 
 
Every building manager likely has at least one story about 
a tenant who was a hoarder. 

 

Why do Some People Hoard? 
People can hoard things for many reasons. It may simply 
be the way they have always lived their lives. Some people 
are creative, and like lots of stimulating things around 
them. 

Sometimes hoarding is a symptom of an 
illness or condition. Fear can come with that 
condition. 

Sometimes people aren’t really hoarders, but 
their life circumstances change. They are 
forced to live in smaller and smaller quarters, 
and are unwilling to give up the things that 
have been important to them throughout their 
lives. 

Frequently, older adults hoard because: 

- The items have special memories for them (such as 
the old clothes that a dead husband wore, or 
newspaper clippings) 

- They consider the items as valuable 
- The items give them a sense of security 
- They are afraid of forgetting or losing items 
- They feel a constant need to collect and keep things 
- Items give them a sense of feeling loved, that they 

can’t find from people 
- They are afraid someone will steal from them or take 

their personal information 
- They are not able to organize 
- They have trouble taking care of themselves (which is 

sometimes called “self neglect”)  
- There are many stressful things going on in their lives, 

and they can’t take care of everything 
- Their health is changing and they can’t get rid of 

things- their physical limitations and frailty are causing 
the problem. Sometimes they are shamed or 
embarrassed to ask for help from family or others. 
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Is There Anything a Building 
Manager Can Do? 
On one hand, tenants have a responsibility to keep the 
place reasonably clean. On the other hand, people have the 
right to live as they like as long as they are not hurting 
others. 

Stop and think: Is this situation affecting the other tenants? 
Is it causing a problem in the first place? Why am I 
concerned? Is it that it just offends my sensibilities or 
standards? 

Some Practical Tips 
Here are some tips for dealing with an older tenant who 
seems to be “on the pack rat track”. 

Make a call to Continuing Care if the senior doesn’t seem 
to be to take care of herself or himself. Or, make a call to 
mental health services. Mental Health services can be found 
in the Blue Pages of the telephone book.  

Anyone can make a referral to Mental Health or Continuing 
Care.  

In order to respect the person’s confidentiality, these 
agencies can’t give you information about the person. But 
you can offer to be of assistance.  

Other Helpful Do’s and Don’ts 
Do 

- Talk with the tenant face-to-face about your concerns. 
- Use a soft, gentle approach and let the person tell 

his/her story 
- Treat the person with respect and dignity. 
- Respect the fact that these possessions may mean 

something important to the person. They feel very 
strongly attached to items, much as some people feel 
attached to special people in their lives. 

- Remain calm and factual, but caring and supportive. 

- Reassure the older adult that others will try to help 
and work with him/her. 

- Work with the medical or mental health services, 
public health, or other agencies. 

- Involve the older adult in finding solutions to the 
problem. 

If safety is a concern or the problem worsens, reconnect 
with Continuing Care or mental health services. 

Don’t  

- DON’T expect overnight improvement. Go slowly and 
expect gradual changes. 

- DON'T arrange to clean out the place behind the 
person’s back (e.g., while in hospital—when he or 
she gets out this can leave the person anxious, hostile, 
in a rage). 

- DON'T be critical or judgmental about the older 
adult's living situation. Show caring and concern 
instead. 

- DON'T talk about the older adult to others as if 
he/she is not present, and don’t make negative, 
teasing or sarcastic comments. 

- DON'T press the older adult for information that 
appears to make him/her uncomfortable. 

- DON'T use the older adult's first name unless he/she 
gives you permission. 

- DON’T hold a garage sale in your building. The person 
will probably just add to their collection, not get rid 
of some of it. 

 
These suggestions are adapted with permission from the Los 
Angeles County Department of Mental Health Older Adults 
System of Care Committee.  
 
THE PHONE NUMBER FOR MY LOCAL CONTINUING CARE 
IS  __________________ 
FOR MENTAL HEALTH: _________________ 
THE CONTACT PERSONS ARE: _____________ 
_________________________________ 


