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Parent Chat – Conversations  taken from the Foster Parent College online 
discussion boards

Q. My granddaughter is recently a 
single parent trying to go to college 

and raise her four-year-old son. She’s a 
wonderful parent but I’ve noticed her son 
back-talking often, disrespecting adults. 
Do you think that observing this behavior 
would help us?  I think his behavior 
comes from his parents’ break up. What 
are some pointers to control it?  
—Thankfully, Patty

A. I think that you may need to find out 
how he feels about the break up of 

his parents. If he can talk about it, or if it 
can be explained to him, it might help. 
Here are some questions that might be 
good for your granddaughter to think 
about: Is her son a pawn that’s caught in 
the middle? Does he get the attention he 
needs from his mother? Has she been 
feeling depressed or withdrawn after the 
break-up? With her college schedule does 
she have time to spend with him one-on-
one? Is there a new boyfriend in the 

picture?  Sometimes in the middle of 
divorce, break-ups, and other life 
challenges, the children feel lost because 
their parents become absorbed in these 
crises and have less time for their 
youngsters.

 
One other thing to consider is: isn’t 

some backtalk normal at four? Maybe 
he’s just at a feisty age.  It sounds like 
he is not actually rebelling too much, it’s 
more his tone of voice. Is that disrespect 
or frustration? My 
guess is it could be 
frustration about 
how his life is 
going right now, 
especially about 
how much positive 
attention he is 
getting.

 
– Dr. Rick Delaney

"Even though Jimmy 
has been raised in a good 
home with three square 
meals a day, he still 
sneaks food into his room 
and hides it.  His foster 
mother said, "Either you 
can follow your nose, or 

you can follow the ants to Jimmy's stash. 
You'd think we were starving him, the 
way he keeps squirreling the food away."

 
Why does Jimmy persist in taking food 

without permission and squirreling it 
away like nuts for the winter?  And, what 
can a family do about it?

First off it might help to know 
what hoarding means. To hoard is to 

"accumulate a hidden, private fund or 
supply stored for future use."  When it 
comes to food hoarding, this includes 
hiding, pack-rating, or stockpiling 
food often for later use. It's an all too 
common behavior among foster or 
adopted children who have come from 
backgrounds of neglect.

Is this stealing? Technically, yes. 
But a more compassionate and helpful 
way of looking at it is that it's a form of 
surviving. I like to call it appropriatingv 
without permission. In foster and adopted 
children persistent food issues seem to be 
not only common but hard to eliminate.
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Why does Jimmy hoard food?

You may have heard stories about 
some kids who have been locked 
in their bedrooms without food for 
hours or even days at a time. Many 
have been abandoned to fend for 
themselves without food or  water 
for days or even weeks. Still others 
have been homeless and literally 
have starved alongside their underfed 
parents and siblings. Jimmy and 
many kids like him barely made 
it to the foster system alive!  They 
are survivors.  Some have had to 
steal food from stores or resort to 
"dumpster-diving" just to survive. 
But, you'd think that once a child 
has been safely removed from that 
hard-scrabble existence that he or 
she would normalize rapidly -- he 
would immediately recognize his good 
fortune. Unfortunately, much to the 
chagrin of foster and adoptive parents, 
it often isn't as simple as that.  The 
child continues to scrounge for food 
and squirrel it away in hidden caches.

How do parents typically handle 
this issue?

You can't blame foster parents for 
being surprised or upset by the fact 
that food "disappears."  They know 
that food is available and plentiful.  
Understandably, from their parental 
point of view, the child's food hoarding 
is viewed as a stealing problem. 
 

There's a natural progression after 
the parents discover the food stealing 
problem. Step one: parents typically 
start by showing disapproval. Next, 
they inform the child that it is against 
the rules to take food without asking 
or to keep food in their rooms. If the 
problem persists, the parents warn the 
child of consequences. Parents may 
next resort to padlocking the pantry, 
refrigerator, and freezer, or police the 
child as much as possible to thwart 
the sneaking of food. Then there are 
punishments. Bottom line:  parents 
take it personally, and feel hurt that 
the child takes food on the sly and 
distrusts them to meet his needs. They 
ask, "Why don't you ask us for food 
if you are hungry?"  In the end, the 
food issue becomes a highly thorny 
problem. The problem is framed as 
a moral issue: that is, it is wrong (or 
sinful) to steal food from us.

Is there an alternative?

Given what we know about 
neglected and starved children, there 
are different parenting approaches that 
can reduce, if not resolve, the hoarding 
problem.  These approaches go 
beyond typical ways of handling issues 
around the house.  Here are some 
ways to get started:

  First off, it's important for parents 
to reframe the thought that hoarding 
food is stealing food. Stealing is, in 
many ways, the wrong term for

 what the child does. A better way 
to frame this is that the child is 
showing "survival behavior," the 
remnants of past starvation and 
neglect.

  Help the child redirect that survival 
behavior. Brainstorm possible 
ideas that could help this child feel 
comfortable and secure around food.

  Reassure the child that there's 
enough food in the house and 
that he will be well-fed.  Consider 
feeding the child small amounts of 
food throughout the day.

In a new course coming soon to 
FosterParentCollege.com, we cover 
the steps towards a solution. These 
steps include understanding the child's 
background, tracking the behavior 
problem, brainstorming ideas to solve 
the problem, and building an action 
plan.  This interactive course spans 
three weeks and includes a number of 
interesting learning activities. Watch 
for it to be scheduled this spring.

Frustrating as a food hoarding child 
can be, it can 'make your day' when 
the problem is a thing of the past. 
A positive change in behavior is the 
difference that you, as foster parents, 
can make with the child placed in your 
care.  

Label the behavior,
not the child

Have you ever heard yourself telling 
your son to “be a good boy” before 
you send him off to school?  What 
exactly does that mean?  You 
might know in your mind what you 
expect, but does your son?   Instead 
of labeling your child as “good” 
or “bad,” try labeling the behavior 
instead.  That message tells your 

child that he is a good person, but 
some of the behaviors he chooses 
may not be.  Separate the child from 
the behavior. Target the inappropriate 
actions, not the child.

So, the next time you plant a going-
out-the-door kiss on your little one’s 
cheek, try saying, “Remember to do 
what the bus driver says.”  Positively 
focusing on the behavior goes a long 
way.

Two Cents Worth – Quick tips for parents

Related Resources on 
Eating Disorders

available at www.SocialLearning.com

  Help Your Teenager Beat an 
Eating Disorder by James Lock 
and Daniel le Grange. Book: 
$�6.95.

  Eating Disorders - Foster Parent 
College; self-directed course 
featuring Dr. Rick Delaney.  Online 
course: $8; DVD: $99.

  Safe Environment for Foster 
Children, Part III: A Time & Place 
for Healing, with Dr. Vera Fahlberg. 
DVD: $�09.

  When Your Child by Abigail H. 
Natenshon Book: $22.

For more quality training resources for foster care and independent living, visit www.SocialLearning.com 
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