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Professionals distinguish between chronically disorganized and hoarders 
 
  With the official change of seasons on March 20, many people will begin an annual 
spring-cleaning ritual. For some, letting go of unwanted items or unsightly clutter may 
feel like a chore, but emotionally they're able to do it without much consideration. 
However, for the chronically disorganized or for those who suffer from hoarding, 
spring-cleaning can be a frightening concept. 
Mary Pankiewicz, a local Certified Professional Organizer in chronic disorganization 
who operates Clutter-free & Organized, wants to raise awareness about the distinction 
between the terms chronically disorganized and hoarding. 
"The chronically disorganized face disorganization over a long period of time … often 
years," explained Pankiewicz, who regularly teaches classes designed for the 
chronically disorganized through University of Tennessee Professional and Personal 
Development. "In many cases, their disorganization affects their lives even after 
they've tried self-help methods." 
Pankiewicz is working with a chronically disorganized Knoxville resident. 
This particular client, who agreed to an interview but requested anonymity, says she's 
been disorganized all her life at home, although she's able to function well at work, 
where the parameters are more narrowed. 
This client says she has a hard time deciding what to keep and what to discard, 
particularly if it's something of sentimental value. "Mary continues to help me sort 
through items that were left behind by someone I lost. With her help, I'm now able to 
look at those belongings and decide whether they're essential and worth keeping 
because they tell a story about that loved one. Now, I don't feel I have to save every 
article of clothing. This skill has been life changing for me." 
Pankiewicz points out that her client, whom she describes as an educated and 
talented professional, first started with the more public areas of her home before 
moving to the bedroom, which was the room she was most ashamed of anyone 
seeing. 
"In seeking professional help, a lot of the frustration has been removed from my 
situation because I'm now able to reframe and look at things differently," said 
Pankiewicz's client. "Like any skill, being organized is an ongoing process that 
requires practice and dedication. I encourage anyone seeking an organizer to identify 
someone he or she is most comfortable with … I liken it to finding a physician or a hair 
stylist." 
Jerry Fried, a licensed clinical social worker with The Behavioral Medicine Institute in 
Knoxville, occasionally works with professionals like Pankiewicz in cases where 
hoarding is an issue. According to Fried, much of what is known about hoarding is a 
result of the work of Dr. Randy Frost and Dr. Gail Steketee, two mental health 
researchers with whom he's trained. 
Fried said Frost and Steketee define hoarding in three ways: the acquisition of, and 
failure to discard, possessions that appear to be useless or of limited value; living 
spaces sufficiently cluttered so as to preclude activities for which those spaces were 
originally designed; and significant distress or impairment in functioning. 
Hoarding is a disorder that falls under the diagnostic category of Obsessive 
Compulsive Disorder even though it doesn't share many of the characteristics of other 
types of OCD, said Fried. 
"At any one time, I have four or five patients who suffer from hoarding," explained 
Fried. "For people who suffer severely, it often becomes a communitywide problem 
with law enforcement, the health department and other protective agencies." 
Generally speaking, in less severe cases, Fried says women tend to hoard clothes 
and men hoard tools and hardware. "In other cases, people hoard animals or even all 
their possessions," said Fried. 
Based on research and hoarding prevalence statistics studied by Fried, if you apply a 
formula to Knoxville's population (26.3 people per 100,000 population), he estimates 
46 severe hoarders live in Knoxville, with an additional seven in Maryville and four in 



Sevierville. 
While Fried cautions people not to rely on self-diagnosis of hoarding, he recommends 
they refer to the aforementioned three components of hoarding if they're concerned 
they or a loved one might be considered a hoarder. "You can also use your man-on-
the-street standard, where you examine what people would say about your situation if 
they saw the inside of your house. But, ultimately, there has to be some kind of 
distress for the individual or others." 
In addition, Pankiewicz recommends people consult the National Study Group on 
Chronic Disorganization's Web site, www.nsgcd.org, which features a free clutter-
hoarding assessment. 
"The most important thing for people to remember is that anyone who suffers from 
chronic disorganization or hoarding needs to be approached with empathy, love and 
kindness … not criticism." 
Pankiewicz says she regularly works with the chronically disorganized and aids one or 
two severe hoarders annually. "I always tell them the hardest part of the project is 
recognizing the problem and picking up the phone for help. Then, the best approach is 
cooperative therapy between the hoarder, a counselor, a professional organizer and 
often a family member or friend." 
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