
sk most social workers what one
thing would improve their ability
to do their job and the chances
are they will say being able to
spend more time with clients.

But what does this actually mean? And why
is it so important? It may sound obvious to
some, but when we so often face systems and
processes that appear to work against us doing
just that, it is useful to underline the value of
relationship-based social work.

At its heart, social work is defined by the
International Federation of Social Workers as
“problem solving in human relationships and
the empowerment and liberation of people to
enhance wellbeing”. 

Achieving this will always involve an
interaction between two individuals and the
quality of this interaction is key to positive
outcomes.

Social work academic Roger Hennessey
puts it well in his book, Relationship Skills in
Social Work, when he said: “We are all affected
profoundly by our experiences of relationships
and this is why the relationship between a
social worker and her client can alter the
practice outcome.”

I found this to be true with my own practice
in the case of one client, who I shall call Bill to
protect his identity. Bill came to the attention of
the adult social care team I work for because of
issues around his behaviour toward others. He
had recently moved into a sheltered housing
complex and in a short space of time staff at
the scheme had grown concerned about him.

They noticed his flat became stockpiled very
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quickly with food, some of which was
perishable and causing problems because it
was not being refrigerated or stored
appropriately.

Bill appeared to struggle managing his
household. He seemed unable to plan his
finances or set out a budget for spending each
day and lacked cooking and household
hygiene skills. He also had little insight into
how the latter was affecting him and others
within the housing scheme. 

He was referred to social services by the
scheme and I visited him in his flat. After we
talked, he agreed that he needed some help,
which seemed like a step in the right direction.
However, over the following weeks, concern
about hygiene in the flat grew. 

Bill was seen to be buying larger quantities
of perishable items and he refused attempts by
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the scheme warden to talk about it. I visited
him again, but this time he refused to answer
the door leaving me unsure of how to
progress. 

A breakthrough came, however, during a
reflection meeting within my team when a
colleague highlighted a case where a service
user was hoarding food items. The team
member spoke of “compulsive and repetitive”
behaviours and I researched further into this.
Bill, it appeared, was exhibiting hoarding traits
and I began looking for organisations that
could help.  

Hoarding was officially recognised as a
mental disorder last year by the psychiatric
profession and in recent times has received
much publicity through television
documentaries. 

As a practitioner, I now approached Bill
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How social workers can
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differently. He had been deemed to have a
“learning disability” by staff at the sheltered
housing scheme, though his case file showed
no diagnosis ever having been made of this or
of any social difficulties. He had lived in
neighbouring counties, but very little
information about this was available. 

Staff at the housing association only viewed
Bill in relation to his behaviour, as someone
who presented a risk to others due to the
environmental hygiene issues. They had not
looked at him in a ‘person-centred’ way. Nor
had they looked at the world from Bill’s point
of view.

This was what I now needed to do, so I
invested time and effort into developing a
relationship with Bill. With a new perspective
on his domestic issues, I contacted Clouds End,
a local charity committed to helping people
with compulsions and assisting practitioners to
understand hoarding. Each time I visited Bill
and built the relationship, the more he opened
up and told me more about his life.

He said he had lived in a hostel for some
years. I was able to track down his previous
support workers who explained how Bill had
always adhered to a “fixed” routine. He had
needed constant support to manage living
independently, without depriving him of things
that he wanted.

Bill opened up about his earlier life in an
“institution” and added that he lived in a
hospital for 12 years when he was younger. He
also revealed he had spent time in prison.
Through our chats, I was able to piece together
a timeline for Bill’s life and the major events
that had shaped it. He appeared to have been
abandoned by his family and then adopted.
However, he had lost contact with his adoptive
family a long time ago.

It became evident that throughout his life,
Bill had not received the necessary education
in life skills and had relied solely on others for
meals, dietary needs and access to healthcare.
He was used to being prompted when laundry
or other housework needed to be done.
Other professionals told us how previous
attempts to get Bill to live independently had
not been a success because his support needs
were too high.

Bill did not always appear to understand his
environment or those around him. He
sometimes appeared unhappy where he was
living and, due to his difficulties in
communicating, could become quite
aggressive and threatening to staff. He found it
difficult when we tried to remove items that
were causing hygiene problems in his flat. As a
team we questioned whether Bill was autistic; a
feature of autism is a lack of social interaction
with the surrounding environment. 

Sadly, things got worse and Bill had to be

taken, under the Mental Health Act, to a
nearby hospital for medical and mental health
assessment. During this time, I made sure I was
there for him and he confided in me that he
did not “want to go back to that place”,
referring to his flat. We found him an
alternative interim placement, but this didn’t
work out. Bill responded aggressively to staff –
the only way he knew how to respond to
difficult situations because he struggled to
verbalise how unhappy he was.

At this point Bill gave permission for me to
look for a new placement with 24-hour
support and a more flexible approach from

Try to imagine that tomorrow morning there will be a skip arriving at your home and
a group of people you do not know will come and remove all your belongings; you
are powerless to stop this – how would you feel?

This is the living fear that people with hoarding disorder experience daily. They have no
real idea how things got the way they are, but they do know they need some of that stuff
and they need to sort it themselves, to regain control. But how? They have tried and failed.
They feel ashamed and hopeless, so the threat of clearance or eviction, or even child
removal, will only exacerbate those feelings.

People finding themselves in this category are often pre-judged and assumptions are
made about their character even before they have opened their mouths. They are made
because we just see the ‘stuff ’. Our judgement is hijacked by the visual. 

Hoarding Disorder (as it has been known since May 2013 with its inclusion in the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) is the only mental disorder you can
see. It manifests itself in excess belongings. But this has to be ignored for any successful
intervention to occur. Look at the person, not the stuff, and you will have success.

Hoarding is not the problem for people with these issues – it is 
actually their solution to an anxiety-based condition. Therefore, a forced clear-out is just like
stripping someone naked in a busy shopping mall and then saying “there you are, now don’t
do it again”!

The punitive approach is never going to work because punishing a person for something
they have not chosen to have happen to them is obviously wrong. This is why a person-
centred, holistic approach is not only going to have results, but is going to help that person
cope in the future. Developing strategies with them, which can be worked on together,
gives a client a sense of control and this, in time, helps them gain further self-esteem and
confidence.

The more empathic and creative you can be, the more likely you are to be able to really
help. Get to know you client, find out about their lives, their hopes and fears. 

Learn to listen – if they say: “I think I might be able to let go of a couple of magazines,”
then that is it. Just a couple. Help them to do what they feel they are capable of, not what
you would LIKE to do.

Each time I walk into a new property I immediately think this would take two skips, four
guys and three days to clear. This is due to the fact that we are subject to an ancient
fight/flight need to see symmetry in enclosed spaces, so we know where the exits are. It is
a personal thing. Acknowledge it happens but then switch it off and switch on to your
client. It is, after all, their home and their journey – be part of that with them.

Heather Matuozzo is founder of Clouds End CIC, a social enterprise which helps hoarders
and trains professionals to understand how to work with them.

staff. He moved into his new placement, where
he remains today. He is supported by staff at
the scheme and in myself has a social worker
proactively committed to maintaining an on-
going relationship with him.

It took time, but eventually we were able to
provide Bill with the right service and this has
vastly improved his quality of life. But without
the relationship-based, person-centred
intervention, I doubt this positive outcome
could have been achieved. Working with Bill
helped me understand the true value of social
work and its importance in advocating
for the most vulnerable in society. PSW
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