HEALTH

Clutter

Taking Control of

and Avoiding its Dangers

Clutter is defined as a disorganized mess that can be easily managed. But
taken to the extreme, it can impede movement, pose health risks, and cause
unnecessary stress. BY N A N H AY E S , C R T S

D

iscussions about hoarding and household
disorganization are taking place more than
ever before. Hit television shows such as
A&E’s Hoarders, have spawned additional
programming and placed a media spotlight on the way
we live inside our homes.
Television therapists have demonstrated that unchecked hoarding can lead to personal crisis, job loss,
divorce, and financial difficulties, yet few professionals
take the time to delve into hoarding’s less dramatic but
more pervasive first cousin, “clutter.” It is reasonable
to assume the quiet jumble of everyday clutter doesn’t
hold enough drama to engage a TV audience or drive
Nielsen ratings, but when it comes to older adult issues, even the most mundane mess presents some very
real perils.
Clutter differs from hoarding in several ways. A
number of years ago, the Institute for Challenging
Disorganization (ICD) developed an assessment tool
called the Clutter-Hoarding Scale to help professional
organizers properly identify the needs of their clients.
According to the scale, clutter is best described at levels
1 and 2. In those instances, individuals who are looking
to scale down may choose to engage professional services, but for the most part, the collection and retention of things such as paper, electronics, animals and
personal property are considered normal and manageable. On the other end of the spectrum, accumulation

of goods that reach hoarding levels 3, 4, and 5, will
more likely require the dedicated support of skilled
resources, or a team of professionals to help manage
the chaos.
CSAs and other professionals serving seniors may,
in fact, find it helpful to look beyond the more obvious
issues of severe hoarding and learn how to support the
greater numbers of clients who may be struggling with
basic household clutter. Although clutter may be considered “common,” it is still a fundamental contributor
to elevated stress levels and risks of fall for older adults.

Commonly Cluttered

Clearly, the problem of household clutter is not
just an older adult issue. Last summer, researchers
at UCLA’s Center for Everyday Lives of Families
(CELF) produced “Life at Home in the Twenty-first
Century: 32 Families Open Their Doors,” a book that
combines candid pictures of American life with the
foundation’s research on household clutter.
The 171-page report is a disheartening chronicle.
According to the study, most Americans are completely overwhelmed by clutter, too busy to spend time
in their own backyards, rarely eat dinner together, and
can’t park their cars in the garage because the space has
been filled with non-automotive items.
The CELF study indicates that managing the
volume of possessions in our homes is such a crushing
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problem, it actually elevates the level of stress
hormones in our bodies. For older adults, an increase
in the stress hormone, cortisol, can contribute to
memory impairment (Yau 2011). At the same time,
older adults may suffer from the more common side
effects of prolonged stress, including fatigue and
depression. Other symptoms may include anxiety,
sadness, trouble eating and sleeping, aches and pains,
and weight loss (American Institute for Stress 2013).
According to the Mayo Clinic, our environment
is also included among the known sources of external
stress. Excessively cluttered rooms, loud noises,
unpleasant odors, barking dogs, and poor lighting
can all be stressful. And while there are certainly
many other external contributors to stress, such as
employment, finances, family and social situations,
any prolonged form of stress eventually leads to other
problems.

Environmental Hazards
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Family caregivers and professional care managers
have the opportunity to take a closer look at these
home environment stressors as they work with older adults. When practitioners visit an older client’s
home to perform a Geriatric Assessment, they are
seeking early detection of risk factors that could indicate functional decline. By linking these factors to
specific interventions, providers hope to reduce the
incidence of functional disability and dependency for
older patients. (Palmer, 1999). When reviewing environment, however, there are no clearly established
guidelines for evaluating or subsequently advising
older clients on how to manage the dangers posed by
their household clutter.
The obvious dangers presented by clutter and accumulation of possessions in a home are the risks for
personal injury, such as trips and falls. Of all the possible sources of harm, falls are among the most common and serious for older adults. According to the
Center for Disease Control, one in three seniors will
suffer a fall, and on average, a resident in a long-term
care facility will fall one to two times per year. About
one in forty falls result in hospitalizations. About half
of hospitalized fallers are institutionalized, and up to
20 percent of them die within the year.
Yet, there are other not-so-obvious hazards that
may be attributed to clutter. For example: documents
stored under desks and near outdated electrical outlets, perilous overcrowding of overhead cupboards and
shelves, narrow passages between heavy furnishings,
and airborne hazards such as dust, mold, and mildew. Fortunately, experienced home care professionals understand that the environmental hazards are an
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important part of the client assessment process. “One
of the first things we do during our initial home visit
is to perform a safety inspection,” says Mike Doepke
of Home Helpers in Hinsdale, Illinois. “This helps us
identify issues that may endanger the client. When it
becomes clear the client and their families do not have
the resources to manage out-of-control clutter, we can
recommend local professionals who will assist with
downsizing and organizing.”

Additional Challenges for Home
and Family

Household clutter, excessive or otherwise, often
becomes a problem for the entire family. Adult children become involved as parents downsize or choose
to move to a smaller residence or senior community.
This kind of involvement can strengthen family ties
when it is used as an opportunity to define legacies or
discuss family history. Yet according to a study undertaken by the University of Kansas Life Span Institute,
many family members are much less invested in their
older relatives’ possessions and disposition. The fate of
the possessions is of secondary importance to the accomplishment of the move itself. The destiny of Mom’s

spoon collection or Dad’s hand-tied fishing flies tends
to fall secondary to completion of the task at hand.
Adult children are often disassociated with the symbolism personal items holds for their parents. When a
family cannot agree on the value of things, the result
is often hurt feelings and tension between parent and
child and, just as often, between siblings.
Clutter becomes particularly problematic for adult
children when it has not been addressed or managed
during a parent’s lifetime. When grieving heirs must
sort through quantities of personal possessions in order to liquidate a parent’s estate or place their home on
the market, the task can be overwhelming
For any home on the market, a clutter problem
can also be much more than just a personal or emotional issue–it may be a financial one. Realtors and
home staging experts have long maintained that a
de-cluttered home in good repair will bring a better price than the less appealing alternative. Families
frequently must travel long distances or take time off
from work to sort and clear a home and prepare it for
sale. This time away from job and family is often costly.
Excessively cluttered homes may also interfere with
the home inspection or appraisal process. Inaccessible

» Examples of TV clutter
shows, past and present
• Clean Sweep – TLC
• Curb Appeal – HGTV
• Dress my Nest – Style
• Hoarders – A&E
• Hoarding: Buried Alive – TLC
• Home Made Simple – TLC
• Moving Up – TLC
• Sweat Equity – DIY
• Trading Spaces – TLC
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areas of the home may hinder an assessor’s ability to
determine value or ascertain that minimum property
requirements are being met. For FHA insured loans,
inspection guidelines indicate, “If the appraiser is unable to inspect due to clutter, inaccessibility, etc., the
report should be conditioned for access to be provided
and reinspection required.”

Taking Control
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With these things at stake, it may be worthwhile
for CSAs to learn how to support clients who may be
struggling with household clutter issues. Many realtors, movers, home care providers, attorneys, organizers, and home stagers are taking the time to understand how they may add new services or expand
their referral networks to help with this issue. Recognized companies such as Allied Van Lines and North
American Van Lines offer their agents custom online
training and Senior Move Certification to help them
better support their older customers. Additionally, the
National Association of Realtors has hosted a number
of webinars on the topic of downsizing and late life
relocation for thousands of Senior Real Estate Specialists® (SRES).
Dedicated professional resources, such as the Caring Transitions network, are available nationwide to
provide help for all generations of home owners and
home sellers. With offices in all major markets, the
company takes a more skilled approach to the market
with their corporate training standards, industry certification, and electronic pricing estimates. Their services are specifically designed take control of household clutter and help families prepare for moving and
home sale.
Yet, even as professional services gain momentum,
family members continue to seek their own solutions
for managing household clutter. According to the
Life Span Institute study, family members are most
often designated to help parents release their household possessions.
The trick for family members is to have healthy
conversations with parents about their possessions,
take time to discover what is important and why, and
make specific plans to divide items into categories of
gifts, heirlooms, donations, trash, and items to be sold.
Children should work to encourage parents to make
decisions for themselves, reminding them if they don’t,
someone else may be forced to make less satisfactory
decisions down the road.
It’s important for family members to remain
aware that downsizing and organizing are not easy
and whenever possible, progress should be monitored,
but not rushed. Releasing personal items is a highly
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emotional task. Individuals not only have to let go of
the very things that define them, but in the process
they become subject to the judgment of others. They
must indicate which material things they believe to be
important, knowing that the particular value of those
things may not be evident to others.
When it comes to clutter-control in late life, one
might add to the famous quote by Antoine de SaintExupéry, “A man’s age represents a fine cargo of experiences
and memories…” …and in later life, deciding what to
do with that cargo may pose quite a challenge!

Nan Hayes is a Certified Transition Specialist,
and CEO of RightSized Living. She is founder
of the leading online relocation resource,
MoveSeniors.com. She lives in the greater
Chicago area and can be reached at Nan@NanHayes.com.
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