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Persons with dementia experience memory loss, mental confusion, disorientation, impaired 

judgment and behavioral changes. One of these changes may include hoarding or hiding 

objects and rummaging.  

While hoarding is often harmless, it can become a health and safety issue for the person 

with dementia. Some people are natural “collectors” who have accumulated things that are 

important to them over the years. They may have difficulty getting rid of items because of 

the personal meaning they hold. Compulsive hoarders collect many items that they are not 

able to discard. As the hoarding increases over time, their living areas may become unsafe 

and the behavior may lead to health risks and financial strain. 

POSSIBLE TRIGGERS AND CAUSES 

 Need for sense of security. Rummaging, hiding, and hoarding are all things an 

individual does to gain a sense of security. For example, individuals may hoard items 

out of fear that they may “need” the items someday, or may begin to hide items when 

they are not able to recognize the people around them any longer. Individuals may 

rummage through items because seeing and touching the items reminds them that 

they are there and gives them comfort. 

 Isolation: When a person living with dementia is left alone or feels neglected, they 

may focus completely alone. The need to hoard is a common response. 

 Memories of the past: Events in the present can trigger memories of the past, such 

as living with brothers and sisters who took their things or living through the 

depression or a war with a young family to feed. 

 Loss: People living with dementia continually lose parts of their lives. Losing friends, 

family, a meaningful role in life, their income and a reliable memory can increase a 

person’s need to hoard. 

 Fear: The person may fear being robbed, hide something precious, forget where it has 

been hidden and then blame someone for stealing it. 

STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER 

 Learn the person’s usual hiding places and check these first for missing items. 

 Make sure the person can find their way about – an inability to recognize the 

environment may be adding to the problem of hoarding. 
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Keep the Person Safe 

 Fire Prevention: Check for and remove items stored or hidden in or on the stove, 

microwave, radiators, kerosene heaters, etc. Check for overloaded extension cords. 

Check that smoke alarms have batteries and are in working order.  

 Prevent poisonous ingestion: The individual may not be able to recognize things 

that are harmful to eat. Lock up cleaning fluids, medications, glue products, etc. Check 

for and throw away rotting food.  

 Prevent falls: Ensure that there are clear pathways between rooms. Clear all clutter 

from stairways. Remove throw rugs. 

Addressing clutter and hoarding 

What you view as cluttered and disorganized may help the individual function and cope. 

Some individuals keep belongings out in the open or in unusual places because they may 

forget where they are if they cannot see them. If the clutter is not posing a safety or health 

hazard, then leave it as is. 

 Only remove what is needed to eliminate safety and health hazards. Leave behind as 

much safe clutter as you can.  

 Organize clutter in large bins or baskets away from walking pathways, stairs, stoves, 

and heaters.  

 Have activities planned and ready to divert the person’s attention from the removal of 

their items. 

 Reduce the amount of clutter coming into the home by reducing spending money and 

monitoring purchases. 

Make Rummaging Productive  

Many individuals will rummage or constantly reorganize items because they feel a need to 

be productive. Restricting access to all drawers and cabinets can be distressing for a 

person who enjoys rummaging.  

 Provide the individual with an opportunity to rummage and make rummaging a 

stimulating activity. This can be done by providing easy access to some closets, 

drawers, or portable boxes that contain safe items that the individual can rummage in. 

They can contain random items or be themed: sewing drawer, sports closet, jewelry 

box, etc.  
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 If the individual enjoys sorting and organizing items, make this an activity. Ask the 

person to help you fold and sort items like socks, napkins, and scarves. This may help 

the person fulfill their desire to be productive. 

Protect Valuables  

 Put items that cannot be easily replaced in a safe, locked location. These items may 

include birth certificates, passports, tax records, cash, jewelry, medical records, 

sentimental photos and letters, etc.  

 Get duplicates or “dummies” of items that are commonly misplaced such as glasses, 

hearing aids, medication, keys, remote controls, cell phones. 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

 Alzheimer Society of Canada alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/find-your-society 

 Responsive and reactive Behaviours alzheimer.ca/en/help-support/im-caring-person-

living-dementia/understanding-symptoms/responsive-reactive-

behaviours#Specific_responsive_behaviours:_Aggression_and_agitation 

 Shifting Focus: A Guide to Understanding Dementia Behaviour 

brainxchange.ca/Public/Files/Behaviour/ShiftingFocusBooklet.aspx 

 South East Behavioural Supports Ontario southeast.behaviouralsupportsontario.ca/ 

 Ontario Community Support Association www.ocsa.on.ca/ 

 P.I.E.C.E.S. Canada pieceslearning.com/ 
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