UK experts call for urgent national strategy to tackle hoarding crisis
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Experts from across the UK are raising alarm over the escalating crisis of hoarding, a condition that affects around four million individuals in various capacities. Whether as those who hoard, family members, or professionals assisting them, the impact of this complex mental health issue is profound and largely misunderstood. As Hoarding Awareness Week unfolds from 12-16 May, the UK Hoarding Partnership, led by Northumbria University, has appealed to the government for increased funding and heightened awareness to combat this growing concern.
The partnership has urged national bodies to amplify mental health service funding and develop comprehensive guidelines for professionals dealing with hoarding behaviours. Professor Nick Neave, director of the Hoarding Research Group at Northumbria University and chair of the UK Hoarding Partnership, described hoarding as much more than simple clutter or disorganisation. It is often rooted in emotional distress, mental health struggles, and traumatic experiences stemming from adverse childhood events. This multifaceted understanding is crucial, as the stigma surrounding hoarding can lead to widespread social isolation and hazardous living conditions for those affected.
The need for a coherent national strategy is urgent. Professor Neave pointed out that many individuals grappling with hoarding find themselves overlooked by various social care systems, health services, and mental health professionals. With current support often disjointed and inadequate, there are significant inefficiencies that lead to ineffective use of resources. He insisted that a prioritised approach from the government could significantly alleviate pressure on local authorities and the NHS by providing structured support to those who need it.
Kayley Hyman, director of Holistic Hoarding, echoed this sentiment, noting the growing demand for specialist support across the country. She advocated for national guidelines that would frame hoarding support as an essential component of equitable mental health care. Jo Cooke, from Hoarding Disorders UK, highlighted the urgency of addressing this complex issue, stating that it has reached a critical point requiring immediate attention and action.
Further complicating the landscape of hoarding is its multifaceted nature, which the Hoarding Research Group at Northumbria University is seeking to understand more thoroughly. Research areas range from self-neglect and safeguarding to animal hoarding and the implications of digital hoarding behaviours. Such research is crucial in addressing the unique challenges faced by individuals, providing insights that can inform better support strategies.
Additionally, organisations such as HoardingUK are pivotal in offering services tailored to those affected by hoarding behaviours. Established in 2008, this charity focuses on advocacy and support, promoting choice and control for individuals while urging a unified response to the issue. Meanwhile, resources like those provided by Independent Age and Mind underline the importance of professional help, particularly through cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which has proven effective in many cases.
The conversation around hoarding has also highlighted the role of shame that many individuals feel, often acting as a barrier to seeking help. The Dumfries and Galloway Public Protection Partnership emphasised a compassionate, non-judgmental approach to supporting those who hoard, advocating for understanding rather than a punitive response.
As calls for action grow louder, the need for a national framework and increased investment in mental health services becomes increasingly clear. The UK Hoarding Partnership, along with various charities and advocacy groups, is leading the charge in promoting awareness and prompting necessary dialogue to dismantle the stigma attached to hoarding. With a coordinated effort, there lies a potential pathway to meaningful change, improving the lives of millions while addressing the broader implications of this often-overlooked mental health issue.
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