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Abstract: Animal Hoarding Disorder (AHD) is a phenomenon little known in a
structured way by professionals who work with the hoarding theme. This study
aimed to evaluate a training course offered to professionals working in the pu-
blic service of the State of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, with people who hoarded
animals. Thus, 82 individuals aged between 18 and 65 years participated (M =
39.68; SD = 10.89). A questionnaire of sociodemographic data and an instrument
for assessing knowledge about AHD (pre- and post-training) were applied. It was
observed the knowledge regarding AHD improved significantly in the evaluation
performed after the training. Finally, evidence of the effectiveness of training on
AHD demonstrates the importance of developing and offering continuing education
activities as tools for the qualification of professionals who work with the theme.
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Resumo: O Transtorno de Acumulacao de Animais (TAA) € um fendmeno pouco
conhecido de forma estruturada por profissionais que atuam com a tematica da
acumulacgao. Este estudo teve por objetivo avaliar uma capacitagao oferecida a
profissionais que atuam no servico publico do Estado do Rio Grande do Sul, Brasil,
com pessoas que acumulavam animais. Participaram 82 individuos com idades
entre 18 e 65 anos (M = 39,68; DP = 10,89). Foram aplicados um questionario de
dados sociodemograficos e um instrumento para avaliagao de conhecimentos
sobre TAA (pré e pds-capacitacao). Observou-se que o conhecimento sobre o
TAA melhorou significativamente na avaliacao realizada apos a capacitagcao. Por
fim, as evidéncias de bons resultados da capacitacao sobre o TAA destacam a
importancia do desenvolvimento e da oferta de atividades de educacao con-
tinuada como ferramentas para a qualificacao dos profissionais que trabalham
com essa tematica.

Palavras-chave: transtorno de acumulacao de animais, capacitacéo, profissionais

Resume: El Trastorno de Acumulacion de Animales (TAA) es un fendmeno poco
conocido de forma estructurada por los profesionales que trabajan con el tema
de la acumulacion. Este estudio tuvo como objetivo evaluar una capacitacion
ofrecida a los profesionales que trabajan en el servicio publico del Estado de
Rio Grande do Sul, Brasil, con personas que acumulan animales. Participaron
82 individuos con edades comprendidas entre 18 y 65 anos (M = 39,68; DT =
10,89). Se aplicod un cuestionario de datos sociodemograficos y un instrumento
de evaluacion de conocimientos sobre el TAA (pre y post adiestramiento). Se
observo que el conocimiento sobre el TAA mejord significativamente en la
evaluacion realizada después del entrenamiento. Finalmente, la evidencia de
buenos resultados formativos en TAA apunta a la importancia de desarrollar
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y ofrecer actividades de educaciéon continua como
herramientas para la cualificacion de los profesionales
que trabajan con la tematica.

Palabras clave: trastorno de acumulacién de ani-
males, capacitacion, profesionales

Animal Hoarding Disorder (AHD) is defined by
the accumulation of a large number of animals
and a failure to provide minimal standards of
nutrition, sanitation and veterinary care and to
act on the deteriorating conditions of the animals
(including disease, starvation or death) and the
environment (overpopulation, extremely unsani-
tary conditions). The causes of animal hoarding
disorder are still little known, characterized by
persistent difficulties of the individual in donating
animals, regardless of its actual value, as a result
of a strong perception of the need to conserve
them and suffering associated with its disposal
(American Psychiatric Association, 2014).

The behaviors present in AHD cause suffering
to the individual and animals, generating social,
emotional, physical, financial, and even legal
consequences that are harmful to the hoarder
and their family members (Paloski et al., 2017).
In a North American survey, 54 cases of animal
hoarding were analyzed, reporting that 80% of
the animals lived in precarious conditions or
were already dead inside the house of the ho-
arder. The justifications of hoarders for keeping
animals in their houses were attributed to beliefs
that animals were substitutes for children and
the feeling that animals would not be cared for
by others or would be killed in animal shelters
(Patronek, 1999).

A study performed in southern Brazil investiga-
ted the characteristics of a sample composed of
33 individuals who hoarded animals. The average
age of the sample was 61.39 years (SD = 12.69),
and the average education level was 9.39 (SD =
4.40). The results of this study found a higher pre-
valence of women (73%) and the elderly (64%) in
the sample. The total number of animals hoarded
by the 33 individuals was 1.357, with an average of
41 animals per hoarder (SD * 24.41), with only 22%
(n =7) of the participants keeping all their animals
neutered. Most of the animals lived in precarious

situations, with minimal sanitary and veterinary
conditions. In addition, dramatic situations such
as violent fights over territory, extreme malnu-
trition, cannibalism, injured caged animals and
untreated were observed in most of the houses
visited (Ferreira et al., 2017).

According to the study by Ferreira et al. (2020),
the psychopathological symptoms comorbid to
AHD are depression, anxiety, memory deficits,
mania, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. The
authors found a greater occurrence of these
symptoms among individuals who had hoarded
animals for more than 20 years. According to
Paloski et al. (2020), individuals that hoarded
animals have cognitive impairments, difficulties
in memory, reasoning, and executive functions.
Paloski et al. (2017), performed a systematic review
on AHD analyzing nine articles, corroborating
the fact that it is still little scientific literature on
the area. The review found that hoarders were
in a greater proportion of females (90%) and
hoarded an average of more than 30 animals.
The housing conditions were unsanitary, and the
most hoarded animals were dogs and cats. The
authors showed that due to the lack of empirical
studies on the subject, further research needs to
be performed to fill this gap and, consequently,
build intervention strategies.

AHD does not only harm animals but also
affects the quality of life of the hoarders, living
in unsanitary conditions, putting their health and
safety at risk (HARC, 2002). Numerous conse-
quences are cited for the person who hoarders
animals, such as difficulties in moving around the
house, cooking, cleaning, personal hygiene, and
even sleeping. In severe cases, hoarding can put
individuals at risk of fire, falling (especially elderly
individuals), as well as subjecting them to poor
sanitary conditions and other health risks. This di-
sorder is associated with professionalimpairment,
poor physical health, and intense use of social
work (American Psychiatric Association, 2014).

Conflict with neighbors due to smell, noise,
and local authorities is common, and a substantial
proportion of individuals with severe hoarding
disorder have been or are involved in legal pro-
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ceedings (American Psychiatric Association, 2014;
Calvo et al,, 2014; Paloski et al., 2017). The negative
consequences of this disorder also affect public
health due to the risk of zoonoses (Steketee et
al, 2011), in addition to generating high costs for
government agencies (Dozier et al., 2019; Ferrei-
ra et al, 2017; HARC, 2002). Employees dealing
with cases of animal hoarding commonly have
little training in how to deal with these problems
(Dozier et al., 2019).

Due to the recent inclusion of hoarding disorder
in the DSM-5, there are still no studies available in
the literature on the type of psychological treat-
ment most suitable for animal hoarding disorder
(American Psychiatric Association, 2014; Hillet al,
2019; Maher et al., 2012; Pogosian, 2010; Tolin et
al, 2007). A study performed in the United States
evaluated an intervention offered by multidisci-
plinary teams composed of veterinarians and
municipal health agents that consisted of esta-
blishing a bond of trust through several visits to
people who hoarded animals. After establishing
the bond, a plan for the gradual removal of the
animals was presented and executed. Most of
the animals were transferred to shelters and later
donated. There was no specific psychological
or medical intervention, only the participation of
specialist psychologists in crisis situations that
were required for conversations with people who
do not readily accept the intervention (Strong et
al, 2018).

Individuals who hoard animals, most of the
time, demonstrate low insight, little critical ju-
dgment, low motivation to perform some type of
treatment, and an impoverished social network.
Thus, these individuals tend not to recognize
their symptoms and have difficulty in making
decisions, which can hinder their adherence to
psychological interventions (Maher et al, 2012;
Patronek, 1999; Pogosian, 2010; Tolin et al.,, 2007).

In this perspective, this study aimed to inves-
tigate the effectiveness of a training offered to
professionals who worked or have worked with
people who hoarded animals, assessing the le-
arning throughout the training by assessing the
participants' scores before and after. In this sen-

se, adequate and evidence-based professional
training enables the development of new skills
(Moraes & Paiva, 2017). The association between
socio-demographic profiles of the professio-
nal (age, education level and time in the work
position) and knowledge about AHD were also
investigated.

Method

A quantitative and comparative study, in which
the pre- and post-training scores of the partici-
pants were compared.

Participants

The sample calculation (Figure 1) was per-
formed based on the inference of the average
number of correct answers presented by the
professionals in the pre- and post-training asses-
sment, on the total number of 22 questions that
investigated the knowledge about AHD. It was
assumed the average of correct answers was 40%
in the pre-test (8.8 correct questions on average)
and it was assumed in the post-test the correct
answers would increase to 70% (15.4 questions on
average). It was assumed the standard deviation
of this difference of 6.6 more questions was equal
to 8.0 for paired samples and assuming error of
5% and error of 10%, a sample of approximately
20 pre-tests and post-tests was obtained (Jekel
et al., 2006).

aP=[Ze+ZB)SA D]
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The initial sample consisted of 115 participants.
The inclusion criterion established was to be a
professional from the public health and law ne-
twork in the region of Porto Alegre and participate
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in the training. However, 33 individuals did not
complete the research protocol and were exclu-
ded from the study. The final sample consisted
of 82 individuals. The process of recruiting parti-
cipants was for convenience. Thus, professionals
from health departments such as veterinarians,
doctors, nurses, psychologists, social workers
and health agents from cities in the Rio Grande
do Sul were invited to participate in the training
through emails and phone contacts, as well as go-
vernment employees of the Public Ministry from
the same state during the first semester of 2018.

Instruments

Sociodemographic Questionnaire. The following
variables were evaluated: age, sex, time in the
work position, education level, past or current
experience with animal hoarding disorder.

Animal Hoarding Disorder Knowledge Question-
naire (AHDKQ). The questionnaire was built based
on the literature and by experts in AHD, consis-
ting of 22 statements that included symptoms
described in the DSM-5 such as the presence
of an excessive humber of animals, nutritional
deficiency of the animals, and sanitation problems
(APA, 2014). The questionnaire was answered
individually by a two-point scale (agree or disa-
gree). Examples of questions are: “The number
of animals is crucial for the diagnosis of Animal
Hoarding Disorder” and “Most animals hoarded
do not have poor nutrition and health conditions".

Ethical and data collection procedures

This study is part of a project approved by the
Research Ethics Committee of PUCRS (CEP-PU-
CRS) under CAAE number 44489715.8.0000.5336.
For data collection, contacts were made with the
professionals, through phone calls and emails,
and those who agreed to participate in the survey
completed and signed the Informed Consent
Form (ICF). Then the participants responded
individually to the instruments.

Professionals from public health, environment,
security, and justice services in cities in the state
of Rio Grande do Sulreceived an eight-hour trai-
ning course on AHD. The training was divided into

two meetings of four hours each, with an interval
of one week, both taught by a psychologist trai-
ned in the area. The first group was composed
exclusively of professionals from the municipality
of Alvorada, who participated in the training on
the premises of the city hall. The second group
of professionals, from nine other cities, participa-
ted in the training at the Pontificia Universidade
Catolica do Rio Grande do Sul. The training of the
participants occurred during the second semester
of 2018 and in the face-to-face modality.

At the first meeting, the AHD was characterized
and data from the previous research developed
were presented (Ferreira et al., 2020; Ferreira
et al,, 2017; Paloski et al,, 2020), as well as data
from classic research in the area (Patronek, 1999;
Steketee et al.,, 2011). In the second meeting, pos-
sibilities for interventions were discussed. In both
meetings, participants were encouraged to ask
questions and clarify doubts about the theme. In
the first meeting, before the start of training (pre-
-test), the professionals were invited to participate
in the research, and those who accepted signed
the ICF and completed the sociodemographic
datasheet and the AHD knowledge questionnaire.
The post-test was performed immediately at the
end of the second training day. In the post-test,
the professionals answered the AHD knowledge
questionnaire again. The participants were asked
to complete the self-administered questionnai-
res in the same place at the training site using
a clipboard, pencil, and paper provided by the
researchers.

Data Analysis

Allanalyzes were performed using the Statisti-
cal Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version
22) program for Windows. The data were descri-
bed by absolute (n) and relative (%) frequencies
for qualitative variables and by median, mean,
and standard deviation for quantitative variables.
The univariate distribution of variables was inves-
tigated using the Shapiro-Wilk test, considering a
significance level of 0.05. Due to the non-normal
distribution of data, non-parametric statistical
tests were used in this study.
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In order to assess whether the intervention
contributes to increasing the level of knowled-
ge about animal hoarding, the McNemar's test
and the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test were used
to compare the gross scores of the participants
before and after the intervention. The level of
significance adopted was 5% (p <0.05). Spearman's
correlation was also performed between the level
of learning and age, education, and time in the
work position.

Results

The final sample consisted of 82 participants,
81.70% were women with an average age of 30.68
years (SD = 10.89) (Table 1). The most prevalent
professions in the sample were health agent
(18.29%), veterinarians (10.97%), psychologists
(9.75%), social workers (9.75%), nursing techni-
cians (7.31%), and nurses (7.31%), totaling 63.38%
of the sample.

Table 1 - Sociodemographic characterization of professionals

Variables n % M SD Mdn
Age (years) 82 100 30.68 10.89 38.00
Sex

Male 15 18.30

Female 67 8170

Time in the work position (months)

Education Level

Complete Primary Education

Incomplete High School

Complete High School

Incomplete Higher Education

Complete Higher Education

Postgraduate Studies

Have you worked with people who hoard animals?
Yes

No

81 08.78 78.10 79.31 60.00

Are you currently working with people who hoard animals?

Yes

No

1 1.20
1 1.20
13 15.90
14 17.10
27 32.90
26 3170
40 48.80
42 51.80
31 37.80
51 62.20

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Mdn = median.

After training, participants increased their levels
of knowledge regarding AHD. Before training, the
total median of correct answers was 17.50 (M =
16.48; SD = 3.84) and, after training, the median
of correct answers increased to 18.00 (M =17.45;
SD = 2.88). Through the Wilcoxon Signed Rank
Test, it was possible to notice this difference is

statistically significant (Z = - 2.003; p = 0.04). Among
the 22 questions proposed to assess training, 10
questions obtained a significant increase in lear-
ning. More details on the effect of training among
participants are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2 - Evaluation of the effects of the intervention due to the AHDKQ (n = 82)

Pre-training Post-training P Value: Difference
alue

n % n % n

1 - The number of animals is crucial for the diagnosis of Animal Hoarding Disorder.

Errors 61 75% 51 62% 0.08 -10
Hits 21 25% 31 38% 10
2 - People who hoard animals usually accept the idea of donating their animals.

Errors 12 15% 1 1% 0.00 -11
Hits 70 85% 81 Q9% 11
3 - Most animals hoarded do not have poor nutrition and health conditions.

Errors 36 44% 25 30% 0.04 -11
Hits 46 56% 57 70% 11

4 - People who hoard animals often stop having social life and leisure activities to
care for animals.

Errors 10 12% 3 4% 0.06 -7
Hits 72 88% 79 96% 7

5 -Most people who hoard animals have difficulties in perceiving the deterioration

of the environment and animals.

Errors 10 12% 2 2% 002 -8
Hits 72 88% 80 98% 8

6 - Rarely people who hoarded animals have problems with their neighbors and

family members due to the disorder.

Errors 19 23% 14 17% 030 -5
Hits 63 77% 68 83% 5

7 —-People who hoard animals believe that other people would not be able to care

for their animals as they do.

Errors 12 15% 3 96% 0.00 9
Hits 70 85% 79 4% 9

8 - People who hoard animals have no difficulty donating the animals in their care.

Errors 8 10% 5 94% 0.50 -3
Hits 74 90% 77 6% 3

9 - People who hoard animals often believe that collecting animals is their mission

in life.

Errors 13 16% 7 9% 0.07 -6
Hits 68 84% 74 91% 6

10 - Rarely do people who hoard animals show significant changes in their daily

routine and health care due to the hoarded animals.

Errors 24 30% 29 35% 0.35 5

Hits 58 70% 53 65% -5
11 - The professional life of people who hoard animals is always affected by the

disorder.

Errors 28 34% 14 17% 0.00 -14
Hits 54 66% 68 83% 14
12 - Often people who hoard animals are away from their friends and family.

Errors 14 17% 2 2% 0.00 -12

Hits 68 83% 80 98% 12
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13 - Often people who hoard animals have the perception that they take good care

of animals and the environment in which they live.
0.62

Errors 10 12% 13 16% 3
Hits 72 89% 69 84% -3
14 - Most people who hoard animals recognize that their behaviors and beliefs
about hoarding are harmful to both animals and themselves.
Errors 11 13% 6 7% 0.22 -5
Hits 71 87% 76 93% 5
15 - The environments where the hoarded animals live have, in general, good
sanitation conditions.
o o 0.25
Errors 6 7% 3 4% -3
Hits 76 93% 79 96% 3
16 - Whenever people who hoard animals find an animal at risk or sick on the stre-
et, they feel obliged to take it home.
Errors 13 16% 13 16% 100 0
Hits 68 84% 68 84% 0
17 - Hoarders often do not neuter their animals or interfere with the reproduction of
animals.
Errors 41 50% 16 20% 0.00 -25
Hits 41 50% 66 80% 25
18 - Animals often occupy areas that could be used for other purposes, such as
bedrooms and kitchens.
o N 0.00
Errors 14 17% 3 4% -11
Hits 68 83% 79 96% 11
19 - Often people who hoard animals stop spending money on themselves to
spend on animals.
Errors 9 11% 6 7% 0.54 -3
Hits 73 89% 76 93% 3
20 - People who hoard animals may have few animals in their household.
Errors 59 72% 54 66% 0.35 -5
Hits 23 28% 28 34% 5
21 - Often people who hoard animals show symptoms of depression and social
anxiety.
Errors 22 27% 10 12% 0.01 -12
Hits 60 74% 72 88% 12
22 - Recognizing their problems due to hoarding, most people who hoard animals
accept help.
Errors 20 24% 11 13% 0.04 -9
Hits 62 76% 71 87% 9
Note. "McNemar's test
Table 3 shows the correlations between the younger professionals obtained better scores in
variables education level, age, and time in the evaluations performed before and after training.

work position. The findings demonstrate that
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Table 3 - Correlation between pre- and post-training scores and sociodemographic variables

Pre-training

Post-training

Education level
Age

Time in the work position

0.265" 167
-.263" -0.352""
-273" -254"

Note. " Significant correlation 0.05. ** Significant correlation 0.01.

Discussion

The main objective of this study was to verify
the effects of training on AHD for professionals.
In addition, this study aimed to verify whether
the profile of the professional was related to the
level of knowledge about AHD and the effects of
training. As the main finding, there was a signifi-
cant increase in knowledge about the disorder
between the pre- and post-training assessments.
A hypothesis to explain this data may be related
to the execution of the training, which used a
dialogical expository format, lasting eight hours
to share the main scientific information about the
disorder (Cardoso et al., 2018). Thus, the format
and the number of hours of continuous training
appear as important variables for adherence
and learning of participants (Costa et al., 2019;
Zimmermann et al., 2016).

Studies indicate training is an effective tool to
expand the knowledge repertoire of health pro-
fessionals (Forsetlund et al., 2009; Torres et al.,
2010). The constant improvement of professionals
after the completion of formal undergraduate
studies enables the development of new acting
skills (Jesus et al,, 2016; Martins et al., 2006). In
another study that investigated the influence
of training on the skills of health professionals,
there was a significant improvement in the work
provided by participants to users of the health
service (Jakobczynski et al., 2018).

As the improvement in learning was observed,
the importance of training programs that aim to
meet theoretical and practical demands presen-
ted by health professional teams is emphasized.
Often teams face difficulties in approach and
therapeutic strategy, and even lack of knowledge

about the signs and symptoms of psychopatho-
logical conditions that are part of their routine
(Mattos et al,, 2019). After the training, it is believed
the participants would have the technical know-
ledge to identify possible cases of individuals
that hoard animals, thus opening the possibility
of appropriate therapeutic interventions.

Regarding the correlations, the results showed
that younger individuals and those with less time
in their work position had better scores in the pre-
and post-training assessments. However, it should
be noted that in this study most participants were
younger, and the magnitude of correlations are
low. Regarding the education level, participants
with a higher level of formal education performed
better in the pre-training assessment. This finding
may be related to the fact that these individuals,
due to their degree of education, had a broader
repertoire of information on different aspects of
the phenomenon of animal hoarding (Oliveira et
al., 2020).

In this study, half of the participants did not
work with people who hoarded animals. However,
these participants were associated with public
health and justice departments that daily deal
with people who hoarded animals. Training the
professionals who work directly and indirectly with
people who hoarded animals is important to en-
sure that all professionals can work together and
to guarantee the effectiveness of the processes
managed by these professionals (Ferreira et al.,
2017, Paloski et al., 2017).

The present study contributed by presenting
evidence of the effectiveness of training on AHD
as a tool for the qualification of professionals in
the areas of health and law who work with this
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theme. Regarding the assessment method used,
the AHD knowledge questionnaire was applied in
two stages, pre- and post-training. A third asses-
sment, one month after the last training meeting,
could be applied to the participants as a way of
analyzing whether learning was maintained. Also,
there was a need to add an essay question after
the end of the training that contemplated how the
activity contributed to the knowledge about the
disorder. Follow-up assessments are strategies
for engaging health professionals who complete
training (Carlson et al., 2017). Based on such limi-
tations of the present study, further research is
suggested to assess the effectiveness of training
with samples in different locations, as well as the
inclusion of follow-up interviews with participants
who completed the training.

Finally, AHD is still little known by the public
and among professionals from different areas of
expertise. Training is an important tool for the pro-
pagation of descriptive and scientific knowledge
about the characteristics of this psychopatholo-
gical condition and aims to increase the level of
knowledge of individuals who are involved with
this theme. The proposal for structured training
that included professionals from different areas
in public power was a pioneering initiative in the
Brazilian scenario.
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