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Abstract

Animal hoarding is considered to be an under-reported problem, which affects the welfare of both people and animals. Few published
studies on animal hoarding are available in the scientific literature, particularly outside North America. The present study was designed
to obtain data on animal hoarding in Spain, with a particular focus on animal welfare issues. Data were obtained retrospectively from
24 case reports of animal hoarding involving a total of 1,218 dogs and cats and 27 hoarders. All cases were the result of legal intervention by a Spanish humane society during the period from 2002 to 2011. Hoarders could be characterised as elderly, socially
isolated men and women who tended to hoard only one species (dog or cat). Most cases presented a chronic course of more than
five years of animal hoarding. The average number of animals per case was 50, with most animals being dogs. In 75% of cases the
animals showed indications of poor welfare, including poor body condition, and the presence of wounds, parasitic and infectious
illnesses. Amongst the hoarded animals aggression and social fear were the most commonly reported behaviours. To the authors’
knowledge, this is the first report on animal hoarding in Spain and one of the first in Europe. Further studies are needed to fully
elucidate the epidemiology, cross-cultural differences and aetiology of this under-recognised public health and welfare problem. More
research might help to find efficient protocols to assist in the resolution and prevention of this kind of problem.

Keywords: animal hoarding, animal welfare, cat welfare, dog welfare, object hoarding, pathological altruism
Introduction

The defining features of animal hoarding are the presence of large
numbers of animals kept in housing that does not provide the
minimum standards expected of responsible pet ownership, and
with the keeper being unable to recognise the negative consequences of such conditions on health and behaviour (EdsellVetter & Patronek 2011). Thus, collecting a large number of
animals becomes a concern when the number overwhelms the
ability of the hoarder to provide acceptable care (Patronek 1999).
The typical animal hoarder’s profile has been described as a
middle-aged or old woman, usually unmarried and socially
isolated who hoards cats (the most often collected animal)
or dogs (Hoarding of Animals Research Consortium 2002;
Patronek & Nathanson 2009; Steketee et al 2011).
Animal hoarding has a welfare cost for the animals
concerned, and can be considered a form of animal cruelty
(Arluke 2006). The environment provided is typically found
to be inadequate, inappropriate and overcrowded.
Furthermore, animal hoarding has detrimental consequences for the hoarders themselves and also for their
communities (Patronek & HARC 2001; Arluke 2006).
The community cost arises from the involvement of multiple
government agencies, and demands on city council technicians,
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public health officers and health professionals. Moreover,
animal shelters are burdened with the responsibility of immediately housing and caring for what may be a sudden and large
influx of seized animals. Many of these animals need intensive
veterinary care and some need to be euthanised. They often
present a behavioural profile that makes adoption particularly
complicated, so that they may remain in the shelter for long
periods of time. Altogether, this represents a high economic cost
for both animal shelters and administrations. Finally, social
services and mental health services may be required to treat the
psychological problems of the animal hoarder, although this
seems as yet uncommon (Patronek et al 2006).
Animal hoarding seems to be a common and yet underreported condition. In the US, the authorities identify between
700 and 2,000 new cases of animal hoarding per year.
However, this is probably an underestimate, because only the
most severe cases are detected (Frost & Steketee 2011). It
seems that animal hoarding, and the intended or unwitting
cruelty that accompanies it, is increasing or at least is being
detected more often, as one online US database of animal
cruelty suggests (www.pet-abuse.com/database) (Patronek &
Nathanson 2009; Edsell-Vetter & Patronek 2011). Although
awareness has increased over the past few years, it is considered insufficient. Increasing problem recognition is a
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necessary step to develop effective intervention protocols
(Nathanson 2009; Patronek & Nathanson 2009).

Whenever information about hoarding reaches the media it
is sensationalised. However, the true impact of hoarding is
rarely presented. Instead, animal hoarders are often
presented as animal lovers who devote their lives to the care
of animals at their own expense, or as harmless eccentrics
who become the target of humour. In many cases, the result
is that there is public sympathy for hoarders and they may
even gain popular support (Arluke et al 2002).

Among human health professionals, animal hoarding is only
beginning to gain acknowledgement as a distinct psychiatric
condition. It does not appear in the current (10th) revision of
the World Health Organisation’s International Classification
of Diseases (ICD-10), and has only been introduced under the
broad category of hoarding disorders in the current (5th)
revision of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (APA 2013) , but not as a distinct diagnostic
category (Mataix-Cols et al 2010, 2011; Perroud et al 2010;
Pertusa et al 2010; Marchand & Phillips McEnany 2012;
APA 2013; Kring & Johnson 2013).
The role of shelter veterinarians and staff is usually restricted
to mediation in the seizure of the animals, and their subsequent
care (Nathanson 2009). However, it has been pointed out that,
without a long-term plan and support for the hoarder, recidivism may approach one hundred per cent (Berry et al 2005).

Lack of professional recognition prevents a multidisciplinary
approach to the problem and results in a failure to implement
standard protocols to deal with cases of animal hoarding. This
often delays the identification of cases and makes interventions less effective (Patronek 1999; Berry et al 2005).

One of the main reasons for the aforementioned difficulties is
that animal hoarding is a problem that few scientists study
(Patronek 1999; Berry et al 2005). There are only a few peerreviewed scientific papers on animal hoarding and most of them
are case reports conducted in North America. There is no information on the systematic, long-term follow-up of animal
hoarding cases (Berry et al 2005; Reinisch 2009). Thus, most of
the research on animal hoarding has been developed in the USA.
Research on animal hoarding in the USA was promoted by a
very active group of scientists, the HARC (Hoarding of Animals
Research Consortium: www.tufts.edu/vet/hoarding/harc.htm).
More recently, groups in other countries, such as Australia
(Lawrie 2005) and Brazil (Ramos et al 2013) have also started
to study animal hoarding. Studies conducted in different
countries with a distinctive cultural background could give some
insights on the aetiological, cultural and biological factors underlying animal hoarding, as culture can be both a pathogenic and a
pathoplastic agent in any psychiatric disorder (Kohn et al 2009).

A retrospective study was designed to start gathering information on animal hoarding in Spain, with a special attention
to animal welfare. The methodology of previous studies was
partially adopted to allow cross-cultural comparisons
(Patronek 1999). The present study is included in an overall
project aimed at implementing a protocol of intervention in
cases of animal hoarding in the Spanish community.
© 2014 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare

Materials and methods

A study was designed to extract and analyse data retrospectively
on animal hoarding from humane societies and animal shelters.
The following working definition of animal hoarder was
adopted:
...someone who accumulates a large number of animals;
fails to provide minimal standards of nutrition, sanitation
and veterinary care; fails to act on the deteriorating condition of the animals (including disease, starvation and
even death) or the environment (severe overcrowding,
extremely unsanitary conditions) or the negative effect
of the collection on their own health and well-being and
on that of other members in the household; and persists,
despite this failure, in accumulating and controlling animals. (Patronek 1999; Patronek et al 2006).

A standardised online case report form was produced to
collect the required data for the study, based on previous
published studies on animal hoarding (Patronek 1999;
Hoarding of Animals Research Consortium 2002; Berry et al
2005). A preliminary version of the form was distributed to
24 national and international public health and animal
welfare experts with a request for feedback. After refinement,
the final version of the case report form included 42 multiplechoice questions and finished with an open-ended commentary box to collect additional comments.

The questionnaire collected information on four aspects: i) the
general characteristics of the case; ii) the hoarder’s profile; iii)
the condition of the animals; and iv) the characteristics of the
physical environment. Included in the information collected
about the characteristics of the case were the source of
detection (origin of the initial report), the date and the place of
intervention and the reason for the complaint. Regarding the
hoarder, we asked about gender, age, health condition,
personal care, financial situation, motivation for hoarding,
duration of hoarding, level of insight into the situation, family
environment and interactions with social and health services,
as well as with humane societies. Regarding the condition of
the animals, we asked about species, number, identification,
location, origin and general health and behavioural condition.
The welfare and health condition of the animals were assessed
through a pre-defined list of parameters.

For each case, the personnel involved in the intervention were
asked to estimate the percentage of animals that were found
either dead at the time of the intervention, euthanised shortly
after the intervention, living but in bad condition at the
moment of intervention, or living and in good condition at the
moment of intervention, choosing between four pre-established categories: ‘less than 25%’ of the total number of
animals in the location had that condition; ‘from 25 to 50%’
of the total number of animals in the location had that
condition; ‘from 51 to 75%’ of the total number of animals in
the location had that condition; or ‘from 76 to 100%’ of the
total number of animals in the location had that condition.
The estimation of the percentage of infant animals (eg kittens
or puppies) was obtained following the same approach.
In each case we recorded whether certain criteria (presence
of parasites, injuries, lameness, cachexia (very poor body
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condition), obesity, sickness, death, aggressiveness, fear,
cannibalism) were met by at least one of the animals found
at the time of intervention.
To further assess the welfare status of the animals, the
prominence of certain characteristics was rated from zero to
five (malnutrition, injuries, sickness, dirtiness, aggressiveness, fear) with respect to the animal found in the worst
condition. Zero meant no presence of that characteristic and
five meant maximum level of that characteristic. So, for
example, an animal rated zero for fear meant it did not show
fear at all, while an animal rated five was very fearful.
Regarding the animal’s environment, for each case the
perceived availability of food and water was subjectively
rated from zero to five, where zero meant no availability
and five meant optimal availability. Therefore, if a case was
rated zero for water availability that would mean that no
water was present. And if a case was rated five for food
availability that would mean all animals had the adequate
amount of food, under the subjective opinion of the technicians who completed the questionnaire.
Information was collected about the type of area, type of
location, kind of neighbourhood, presence of special
spaces dedicated to animals, general sanitary conditions
and accessibility to different areas of the location of
residence. The diverse range of locations in which the
animals in the study population were kept, such as
camping site equipment and apartment, does not lend itself
easily to a single descriptive term, so for the purposes of
clarity we use the terms ‘location of residence’ and
‘location’ to mean the place where the animals were being
hoarded. In addition, we asked whether the hoarder lived
within the location where the animals were kept.
Information was also collected about the characteristics of
any concurrent object hoarding: what parts of the location
were used to accumulate objects (eg all over the location or
in specific rooms), and what kind of objects were hoarded
(garbage, furniture, money or others).
All cases included in the present study were supplied by the
Asociación Nacional de Amigos de los Animales (ANAA), a
Spanish humane society that takes care of more than 2,000
abandoned animals each year, and which is developing educational programmmes to prevent animal abandonment. ANAA
veterinarians and technicians completed the standardised case
report form using data obtained from databased reports of any
interventions that met the criteria of the above working definition of animal hoarding. In addition to the information
included in the database, for each case dealt with by the
ANAA organisation there were complementary sources of
information, including press articles, photos and videos.
Data were collected using Survey Monkey, and analysed
using MS Excel for Mac 2011 and Prism 6 (GraphPad
Software Inc). The threshold level of probability for significance of the statistical tests (Shapiro-Wilk normality test;
Mann-Whitney U test) was set at P ≤ 0.05.

Table 1 Method by which cases of animal hoarding were
reported to ANAA (n = 24).
Source of detection

Number Percent

Social services

1

Neighbour
Police

Local authority

14

58.3

1

4.1

1

Humane society

Non-resident family member
Resident family member
Veterinarian

10
0

4.1
4.1

41.6

0
0

Fire brigade

0

Anonymous complaint

0

Friend or acquaintance

0

Homeowner

Service staff visiting the household

0
0

Percentages do not total 100 because more than one source of
detection could be reported in the same case.

Results

A series of 24 cases of animal hoarding attended by ANAA
from 2002 to 2011 were obtained. Cases came from
different areas in Spain, mainly from the area of Madrid.
They involved 27 individual hoarders and 1,218 animals,
mostly dogs and cats.

General case characteristics

In the majority of cases, the initial report came from a
humane society (10/24) or a neighbour (14/24). Some
cases were also reported by other sources such as social
services (1/24), local authorities (1/24) or police department (1/24) (Table 1). Most commonly, complaints arose
from concerns related to the welfare of the animals, such
as the presence of an excessive number of animals
(10/24), malnourished or mistreated animals (10/24), and
animals in need of medical care (11/24). Other complaints
related to animal hoarding case reports were: smell
(4/24); unhealthy environment (6/24) (Table 2).

In 13 out of the 23 (13/23) cases for which information
was available, the animals and the hoarder shared
living space in the same location. In the remaining
10 (10/23) cases, the hoarder did not live with their
animals in the same location.

In half of the cases (12/24) the duration of hoarding
exceeded five years. Three (3/24) cases were described as
recidivist. Signs of object hoarding were present in 44%
(8/18) of cases where information about such hoarder
behaviour was available (n = 18).
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Table 2 Reasons for complaints about cases of animal
hoarding reported to ANAA (n = 24).
Reason for complaint

Number Percent

Unhealthy environment

6

Smell

Excessive number of animals

Malnourished or mistreated animals
Animals in need of medical care
No formal complaint
Noise

4

16.6

10

41.6

10
11
2
0

Free-roaming animals

Detected parasites (eg, rats, insects, etc)
Building damages

Garbage accumulation

25

41.6
45.8
8.3

0
0
0
0

Unusual human behaviour

0

Percentages do not total 100 because more than one complaint
could be reported in the same case.

Table 3 Characteristics of the baseline population of a
hoarding case village or town.
Village/town

Inhabitants (n) Population
(2011)
density (2011)

San Sebastián de los Reyes 79,825

1,345.03

Nuevo Baztán

311.63

Sevilla

703,021

Madrid

3,265,038

Valdetorres del Jarama
Cadalso de los Vídrios
Chinchón

Fuentelsaz

6,295
4,008
2,906
5,389
6,673

San Sebastián de los Reyes 79,825
Quijorna

3,010

Madrid

3,265,038

Pozuelo del Rey
Talavera de la Reina
Madrid
Polán

Puerto de Santa María
Pelayos de la Presa
Madrid
Cádiz

Sant Josep
Portillo

Brihuega

Torre Val de San Pedro
Venurada

987

88,674

3,265,038
4,032

88,917
2,512

3,265,038
124,892
23,688
2,250
2,818
193

1,860

4,993.05
5,389.9
119.57
61

46.5

192.08

1,345.03
117.08
31.91

5,389.9
477.18

5,389.9
25.41

558.03
331.4

5,389.9

10,321.61
148.63
112.5
9.52
4.36

189.99

* Data are from year 2011 (year of the detection of the last case
of animal hoarding included in the study).
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Hoarders’ characteristics

Of the 27 individual hoarders included in the study, 14 were
women (14/27) and 13 were men (13/27). Age information
was available for 19 out of 27 individuals. Sixty-three
percent (12/19) of the hoarders were older than 65. Only
one (1/19) case was described as younger than 41 and the
rest (6/19) were middle-aged, from 41 to 65.
In 67% of cases (16/24), no official support intervention
(social services or human health service) had been provided
to the hoarder. In only 17% of cases (4/24), the hoarders had
received support for the care of their animals. Technicians
had direct access to the hoarder in 20 (20/24) cases and in
70% of cases (14/20) the hoarders were reluctant to permit
the removal of the animals.
In 83% of cases (15/18) where information was available
(n = 18), the hoarders were found to live alone.
In 14 cases there was also information about the hoarder’s
financial situation. Only four options for the subjective evaluation of the hoarder’s financial situation were given to the
technicians who completed the questionnaire: i) bad financial
situation; ii) borderline financial situation; iii) good financial
situation; and iv) undetermined financial situation. Three
(3/14) cases were described as having a bad financial situation
and 11 (11/14) were described as having a borderline financial
situation. In all cases, the situation was precarious.
In only three cases (3/24), the hoarder admitted that they
were living in compromised conditions and in only one
case the hoarders (two women) recognised that the
welfare of the animals was impaired.
A table (3) with compared characteristics between the hoarders
and the baseline population of their area has been included.

Animals

A total of 1,218 animals were involved in the 24 cases,
including 986 dogs and 232 cats. There was only one case
in which farm animals were found in addition to dogs.

The mean number of animals per case was 50 (range 12 to
159 animals). The range for dogs was from nine to 159. The
range for cats was from one to 75. Fourteen (14/24) cases
involved dogs alone; five (5/24) cases involved only cats
and the other five (5/24) cases involved the two species. The
proportion of dogs and cats varied in the five (5/24) cases,
but in four (4/24) cases the proportion of dogs was higher
than cats, ranging from 60 (15/25) to 92% (11/12) of dogs
and only in one case the proportion of cats (16/25) was
higher than dogs. Data were tested for normality using
Shapiro-Wilk test. In all cases data were not normally
distributed and so the Mann-Whitney U test for unpaired
samples was used. This test showed a significant difference
(P = 0.0012) between the number of dogs per case
(mean = 41; range = nine to 159) and the number of cats per
case (mean = 10; range = one to 75). Nine (9/13) of the men
hoarded only dogs, only one man (1/13) hoarded cats alone
and two men (2/13) hoarded both dogs and cats. Six women
(6/14) hoarded only dogs, five women (5/14) hoarded only
cats and three women (3/14) hoarded both dogs and cats.
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Table 4 Proportion of animals found with certain characteristics: number of animal hoarding cases (n = 24).
Animals found dead during intervention

Less than 25% From 25–50% From 51–75% From 76–100% Total number of cases
3/24

Animals found alive during intervention
7/24
but euthanised for medical or behavioural
reasons
Animals found alive but in bad condition, 0
but no need to euthanise
Animals found alive and in good condition 2/24
Number of infant animals

7/24

0

0

0

3/24

0

3/24

17/24

20/24

0

1/24

1/24

4/24

0

0

4/24

Where information was available about the process of accumulating the animals (n = 23), this mainly resulted either
from the collection of stray animals (16/23) or uncontrolled
breeding (18/23). In only four (4/23) cases deliberate
breeding was reported. In eleven (11/23) cases the collection
of stray animals was combined with uncontrolled breeding.
There were five (5/23) cases in which only uncontrolled
breeding was reported as the source of animals and three
(3/23) cases in which the unique origin of animals seemed to
be the collection of strays. In only one case (1/23), a combination of the three methods of hoarding animals was reported.
In one (1/23) case, deliberate breeding and picking up stray
animals were reported together. In another single case (1/23),
a combination of deliberate and uncontrolled breeding was
found. There was only one (1/23) case in which the sole
origin of animals seemed to be deliberate breeding.
The perceived availability of food and water were rated on
a scale from zero to five, where zero meant no availability
at all and five meant optimal availability. For those 23 cases
where food availability was recorded, the mean score for
food availability was 1.82: four cases scored as zero (which
meant no food was present) and none obtained a score of
five. In 22 cases water availability was scored and the water
availability mean score was 2.18; two (2/22) cases were
scored zero (which meant no water was present for the
animals) and none (0/22) scored five.
Dead animals were found in three out of 24 cases (3/24),
with dead animals representing less than 25% of the total
number of animals found in the location of each case. In
seven (7/24) cases animals were found in such poor health
that they had to be euthanised soon after they were seized;
these represented less than 25% of the total number of
animals found in the location of each case. In 20 cases
(20/24), animals were found alive but in bad condition; in 3
(3/24) cases, the animals with this condition represented
‘from 51 to 75%’ of the total number of animals found in the
location of each case and in 17 (17/24) cases represented
‘from 76 to 100%’ of the total number of animals found in
the location of each case. In only four (4/24) cases were any
of the animals found in good condition, and in only one of
these cases the majority of animals were in good condition
(ranked ‘from 76 to 100%’). Infant animals were found in
50% (12/24) of cases (Table 4).

1/24

0

7/24

12/24

Table 5 Characteristics of the animals.
Characteristic/conditions

Presence (n) Absence (n)

Parasites

22

Lack of hygiene
Injuries

Limpness
Alopecia

Mutilation

Cannibalism

Dead animals

Prostrated animals?
Aggressiveness
Fear

22

1

21

3

14
17
4
3
4

11
9

23

1
10
6

17
19
18
11
12
0

Lack of hygiene was rated on a scale from 1 to 5, with the
highest score indicating the poorest hygiene. Poor hygiene
was reported in 22 cases (22/24) with the average score for
the lack of hygiene of the most affected animal being 3.79.
Internal or external parasites were reported in 22 (22/24) of
the cases investigated. Injuries were reported in 21 (21/24)
cases and the average score for injuries for the most injured
animal was 2.37 (range: zero to five, where zero meant no
presence of injuries and five meant very serious injuries),
which means it was a moderate score. Sickness was
reported in 21 (21/27) cases and the average score for the
sickest animal was 3.37 (range: zero to five, where zero
meant no presence of sickness and five meant very serious
sickness condition). Alopecia was reported in 17 (17/24)
cases. Lameness was reported in 14 (14/24) cases. Animals
were found collapsed in 14 (14/24) cases. Cachexia was
reported in 11 (11/24) cases, obesity was reported in three
(3/24) cases and the average score of the worst nourished
animal was 2.95 (range: zero to five). Mutilation was
apparent in four (4/24) cases (Table 5).
Focusing on the behaviour of the rescued animals it was found
that fearfulness was the most reported problem of behaviour
in 23 out of 24 (23/24) cases and the average score for the
most frightened animal was 3.12 (range: zero to five, where
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zero meant no presence of fear and five meant the maximum
level of fear). Aggression was scored by technicians in 21
cases and it was seen in nine out of 21 (9/21) cases and the
average of the most aggressive animal was 1.45 (range: zero
to five, where zero meant no presence of aggressive behaviour
and five meant the maximum level of aggressive behaviour).
Signs of cannibalism appeared in three (3/22) cases.

Location of residence characteristics

Where the type of location was reported (n = 16), most
locations (10/16) were located in the city centre; six (6/16)
were detached houses, four (4/16) were apartments or flats,
four (4/16) were plots of land, and three (3/16) were semidetached houses. There was only one case of each of other
types of location: field (1/16), first floor of a house (1/16),
haystack (1/16), industrial premises (1/16), camping site
equipment (tents or caravans) (1/16).
Five (5/10) of the city-centre cases were in a middle-class
neighbourhood and four (4/10) were in a working-class
neighbourhood. In those cases outside cities (n = 6), three
(3/6) were in a small village (less than 20,000 inhabitants),
two (2/6) cases were in a middle-sized village (from 20,000
to 200,000 inhabitants) and one (1/6) case was in an area that
was unfit for, and not legally permitted for, inhabitation.
In eleven cases, information was available about the sanitary conditions of the location. In most of these cases (7/11), the location was
described as very untidy, with accumulated garbage, generally
unsanitary conditions (including in cooking areas), and the
presence of animal faeces and/or urine in areas occupied by people.
When information about the type of space occupied by the
animals was reported (n = 18), it was found that in seven
(7/18) cases both indoor and outdoor areas were completely
occupied by animals. In three (3/18) cases animals were kept
exclusively outdoors, in three (3/18) cases were exclusively
indoors, and in the rest of cases (7/18) the animals had indoor
and outdoor access. In six cases of the 24 (6/24) animals were
kept in designated areas, such as cages or rooms.
With respect to the sanitary conditions of the places where the
animals were kept, when information was reported (n = 21), in
16 (16/21) cases the occupied place was described as very
dirty and with animal faeces and urine present. In five (5/21)
cases the location was described as untidy and mildly dirty.
In only one (1/11) out of the eleven cases for which information about the ambient temperature and humidity were
available, were conditions adequate. In six (6/11) cases the
environment was reported to be cold and damp (even
though only one intervention was in winter and two interventions in autumn). In four (4/11) cases the conditions
were reported to be excessively hot and dry (despite only
two interventions being in summer).
The smell within the location was documented in eleven cases;
in nine (9/11) cases the smell was described as much stronger
than would normally be expected in any location occupied by
a large number of animals. Signs of eye irritation and difficulty
in breathing were reported by the people attending the case. In
two (2/11) other cases the smell was described as typical of a
location that is usually occupied by a large number of animals.
© 2014 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare

Discussion

Whilst animal hoarding is under-described, object hoarding,
a psychiatric condition potentially related to animal
hoarding, is widespread throughout human populations in
different countries and cultures, including westernised
societies and is well represented in the literature (Frost et al
2000; Pertusa et al 2010; Frost & Steketee 2011). So, it
would be expected that animal hoarding would exhibit a
similar pattern of distribution throughout nations and
cultures. In the present study, the signs of object hoarding
were present in 44% (8/18) of cases where information
about such hoarder behaviour was available. This is aligned
with percentages reported in other studies in the USA,
where the range of animal and object hoarding simultaneous
presence was from 30 to 85% of the studied cases,
depending on the study (Frost et al 2011).

General case characteristics

The animal hoarding cases in this study were mainly from
the area of Madrid. This could suggest that this part of
Spain is more affected by animal hoarding, but it is
equally likely that the location of the humane society
ANAA (Madrid) created a bias in reporting. Further
studies involving humane societies from the whole
country are needed to clarify this point.
In the present study, a large number of animals
(1,218 animals in total; from 12 to 159 animals per case)
were accumulated by a small number of people, but there
is no simple threshold value for number of animals kept
at a given location that can distinguish normal pet
ownership from hoarding it. In fact, some studies are
trying to define the boundary between normal petkeeping with a high number of animals and an animal
hoarding case (Ramos et al 2013).
In the present study, only 27 hoarders were able to accumulate 1,218 animals, with a mean of 50 animals per case. This
average of animals kept is similar to that found in previous
studies, even though different studies had different strategies
of recruitment of cases or came from different areas of the
world, such as the USA or Australia (Patronek 1999; Berry
et al 2005; Lawrie 2005; Reinisch 2009). The accumulation
of a large number of animals appears to be a common feature
of reported cases of animal hoarding, which probably
indicates that, as previous studies have concluded, a situation
must reach a certain level of severity in order to be detected
as a problem (Frost & Steketee 2011). It seems that the
threshold for detection of cases is similar between the
present Spanish study and those in the USA.
In the present study, most cases had a long course (one to
five years) from the time of first report to the humane
society, to the seizure of the animals. Again, this is similar
to previous studies (Patronek 1999; HARC 2002). This
could mean that only extreme cases are detected and/or
that detection is delayed until the situation is so serious
that it is impossible to ignore.
The cases in the present study were provided by a single
humane society, which could be considered a source of bias.
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However, cases were mostly reported to the humane society
by either other humane societies or the hoarders’ neighbours,
and the main reason for intervention seems to be concerns
about animal welfare. This is in accordance with the accepted
view, which suggests that there is low level of concern about
animal hoarding within state authorities and the human health
system. In fact, in our study, there was not any intervention
focused on the person and human health and this fact could
really mean that there is low concern about human and
community health implications of animal hoarding, and low
recognition of animal hoarding as having a human cost as
previous research has pointed out (Patronek 1999; HARC
2002). Hence, there is no public recognition of animal
hoarding and it is likely to be an under-reported problem.
This study represents data from a single humane society in
Spain (ANAA). Given that there are hundreds of similar
humane societies in Spain, we can infer that animal hoarding
is an important public issue with high societal costs.

Hoarders’ characteristics

According to previous research, most animal hoarders are
middle-aged or older and 75% or more are single women
(including widowed or divorced) (Patronek 1999; EdsellVetter & Patronek 2011; Frost & Steketee 2011). In the
present study, hoarders were also middle-aged or older
people who usually live alone which implies a crosscultural similarity in hoarder characteristics.
However, compared to previous studies in North America in
which animal hoarders were mainly women, in the present
study, men and women were almost equally involved, with
women only marginally more represented. This could
reflect either a cross-cultural difference or just the effect of
a small sample (Patronek 1999; Berry et al 2005; EdsellVetter & Patronek 2011; Frost & Steketee 2011).
In our population, most of the animal hoarders were elderly,
lived alone and showed signs of concurrent inanimate
object hoarding. This finding is consistent with previous
studies, which have also suggested a potential underlying
effect of dementia and/or other medical and psychiatric
conditions (Patronek 1999; HARC 2002; Berry et al 2005;
Edsell-Vetter & Patronek 2011; Frost & Steketee 2011). The
animal hoarders in this study also often faced financial
problems and received little help to overcome their
situation. This suggests a level of social exclusion that has
also been recognised by other authors (HARC 2002; Arluke
2006; Patronek & Nathanson 2009; Steketee et al 2011).
The nature of the relationship between social exclusion and
animal hoarding remains unanswered (Pertusa et al 2010;
Frost & Steketee 2011). In any case, it should be remembered that object hoarding, which is a closely related
problem, is also linked to social isolation.
A particularly remarkable characteristic of the hoarders of
this study was their apparent lack of awareness of either the
highly compromised welfare of their animals or their own
compromised living conditions. Thus, the animal hoarder’s
lack of insight reported in previous studies (HARC 2000)
was also found in our collection of cases. This denial of the
reality of the situation is characteristic of animal hoarding,

and animal hoarders will employ a range of justifications
and excuses to try to normalise their behaviour (Patronek
1999; Vaca-Guzman & Arluke 2005; Nathanson & Patronek
2012). In fact, most of the hoarders were reluctant to
surrender their animals to local authorities or shelters
although they were in a critical condition. In only one case
in our study (two women who had accumulated 53 dogs),
did the hoarders show any recognition of the inadequateness
of their situation. This reported insight could be understood
as a true indication of a partial awareness of the situation or
as a strategy to deal with external criticism, as it has been
reported in other studies (Arluke 2006; Arluke & Killeen
2009). Interestingly, this case was also one of only three
cases in our study in which more than one resident person
was involved in the act of hoarding. This could reflect a less
severe degree of social isolation and distorted perception.
Men tended to hoard only dogs, whilst women did not show
a clear species preference, indicating that there are potential
gender differences in the pattern of animal hoarding. A
tendency to hoard dogs by men has been reported in one
study (Lockwood 2005) and a tendency to hoard cats by
women has been reported in several studies (Edsell-Vetter
& Patronek 2011). The elucidation of potential crosscultural similarities in gender-related patterns of hoarding
requires further investigation.

In the present study, the source of hoarded animals was
mostly the collection of stray animals and uncontrolled
breeding. These results, again, are similar to those of
previous studies (Patronek 1999; HARC 2002; EdsellVetter & Patronek 2011; Frost & Steketee 2011). These
patterns of animal accumulation are consistent with the two
proposed most common types of animal hoarders: the overwhelmed caregiver, who start as responsible pet owners
who passively increases their amount of pets, maybe
through uncontrolled breeding; and the rescuer, who
actively acquires animals, by picking them up from the
street (Patronek et al 2006; Edsell-Vetter & Patronek 2011).

Animals’ characteristics

In our population, people tended to hoard either dogs or
cats (separately) and dogs were hoarded in larger numbers
than cats. Dog cases were reported more often in the
present study, which is different from findings in some of
the previous studies; these found that cats were the
predominant species in animal hoarding cases (HARC
2002; Lawrie 2005; Reinisch 2009). This difference could
be due to a bias in reporting, the easier detection of dog
cases (due to the noise and disruption they cause in neighbourhoods), but it could also indicate that there is greater
public, and official, concern for the welfare of dogs in the
regions of Spain covered by the present study. It is also
possible that the increased representation of dog hoarding
cases in this study does reflect a genuine species preference among the hoarders that may be related to underlying
differences in attachment behaviour and attachment
disorders in those that hoard dogs (Topal et al 1998;
Arluke & Killeen 2009; Nathanson 2009; Edsell-Vetter &
Patronek 2011). However, there is some previous research
Animal Welfare 2014, 23: 199-208
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which presented dogs as the predominantly hoarded
species (Berry et al 2005). Thus, further research is
required to elucidate whether there are cross-cultural
differences in the type of species hoarded.

In most cases in the present study, the welfare of animals
had been seriously impaired; in almost all reported cases a
high proportion of animals were sick. The physical conditions of the animals were very poor, with mutilation or
cannibalism being present. However, dead animals were
only present in four cases. This contrasts with previous
research in which dead animals were found in most cases.
For example, in one study, Patronek found dead animals in
80% of cases (Patronek 1999). As seen in previous studies
(Arluke & Killeen 2009) the environment was totally inadequate and unhealthy for the animals, with water and food
unavailable in most cases.

The animals showed serious behavioural problems, mainly
fearfulness and aggression, which reflects a chronic lack of
contact with people, a subsequent lack of socialisation and
the effect of chronic stress.

The concept of the Five Freedoms can be used as a guide
for the evaluation of animal welfare, and is applied in
many situations in which animals are subject to human
management (Brambell 1965). It has also been adapted to
evaluate the welfare of companion animals in cases of
hoarding (http://vet.tufts.edu/hoarding/picts/fivefreedoms.jpg). In most of the cases included within the
present study, none of the Five Freedoms was met for the
animals. From the present study and the current published
literature, animal hoarding appears inextricably linked
with neglect in taking care of the animals, even though
the hoarder’s perception is that they keep the animals to
protect them. The denial of the serious impairment in the
welfare of the animals seems again a key feature of the
condition of animal hoarding not only as a mental
condition but also as an accepted form of animal abuse
(Patronek 1999; Arluke 2006; Mataix-Cols et al 2010;
Edsell-Vetter & Patronek 2011; Frost & Steketee 2011).

Location of residence characteristics

There was no characteristic type of location associated
with hoarding, and there was a high degree of diversity in
area and location types.
However, the impact of having so many hoarded animals in
a confined space made the environment filthy, unhygienic,
malodorous and humid. In all cases where information
about the conditions of the location was available, a suboptimal environment was reported, which is consistent with
previous studies (Patronek 1999; Edsell-Vetter & Patronek
2011; Frost & Steketee 2011).
In contrast to previous studies, the present study featured
a type of location that has not been recorded previously;
an apartment in the city centre. In previous studies,
single-family houses in urban areas predominated
(Patronek 1999). This could be related to a number of
© 2014 Universities Federation for Animal Welfare

factors. Firstly, most of the Spanish city population live
in apartments. Secondly, in an urban area, it is more
difficult to hide the accumulation of animals and the
disruption created from neighbours.
Ammonia levels are of concern in hoarding cases, both for
human and animal health. The National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) in the USA lists
300 parts per million as a concentration immediately
dangerous to life or health, and 25 parts per million as the
maximum average occupational exposure during the
workday (NIOSH 2007). In one hoarding case, the air
ammonia level reached 152 parts per million, which was
very high (Arluke & Killeen 2009). Ammonia levels can be
related to the urine odour present in the location. In the
present study, in nine cases, the smell was described as
much stronger than in any location usually occupied by a
large number of animals, and signs of eye irritation and
breathing difficulty were reported. This could be an indication that ammonia levels had reached a toxic level, potentially becoming a cause of health problems.
The limitations of this study are similar to those of
previous studies. Due to the unco-operative nature of
hoarders it is very difficult to collect detailed, accurate
information about cases. This obstructiveness is a
common feature between animal hoarders (Patronek
1999) and object hoarders (Frost & Steketee 2011), with
animal hoarders being even more difficult to manage than
object hoarders (Frost et al 2000). Other limitations are
related to the retrospective nature of the study, the lack of
public awareness of this kind of problem and the lack of
a standardised reporting system (Patronek 1999; Berry
et al 2005). This means that the only accessible information was the non-standardised information that was
already available on the ANAA database. Another source
of bias was lack of recall: the technicians who completed
the online standardised form did so using the information
in the database and from their own memories.

Animal welfare implications

Our study supports the idea that animal hoarding should be
considered and recognised as a genuine form of animal
abuse and incompetent pet ownership.
Animals coming from cases of animal hoarding sometimes
must be euthanised, due to their severely affected state.
The remaining animals rescued in hoarding cases usually
need a lot of veterinary care and exhibit difficult-to-solve
behaviour problems. This means they will not turn easily
or ever into an adoptable animal. Therefore, animal
hoarding becomes a significant economical and emotional
problem for those working with the seized animals, such
as humane societies or city council officers and, as a
consequence, for the community.
To conclude, further research into animal hoarding is
necessary to assist in the effective avoidance, detection
and assistance in resolving this important and underrecognised form of animal cruelty.
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Conclusion

To our knowledge, the present study is the first analysis of
cases of animal hoarding in Spain and in Europe and that
could help to increase awareness about this condition. The
need to increase recognition of animal hoarding to develop
multidisciplinary protocols for detection and intervention
has been already stressed by different authors (Nathanson
2009; Edsell-Vetter & Patronek 2011).

Our study supports the view that animal hoarding is a multidimensional problem with implications for public health,
animal welfare and human health.

Despite some differences, our results agree with studies in
other countries and suggest some cross-cultural similarities
in animal hoarding cases, leading to a similar hoarding
profile even among different countries and cultures.

Hence, further research on animal hoarding in Spain and
in other countries should be expanded in several aspects.
First, increasing the number of analysed case reports
from several sources (other humane societies and public
health agencies) could help to obtain a broader geographical and demographic picture. Second, it may be useful to
focus research on studying the hoarder’s psychological
profile, as this could help to improve detection and
prevention of animal hoarding cases. Third, very
different approaches of resolution appear when a new
animal hoarding case is detected, because several organisations (public health, humane societies and social
services) are implicated and in many countries and
regions there is not any standard protocol to proceed in
these situations. So, getting more data on the actions that
are performed when an animal hoarding case arises could
help to understand which are the most effective. Finally,
more research to elucidate the boundary between animal
hoarding and other forms of pet ownership could also be
useful, particularly for early detection and prevention.
We must also consider the serious consequences of
keeping animals in such compromised conditions,
preventing them from being adopted and becoming a
high cost for the community.
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