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Signs of hoarding in children include a 
tendency to amass stockpiles of items, a 
propensity for messiness and disorganization, 
and agitation about anyone touching or 
removing their belongings. Often these signs 
exist concurrently, although many children and 
teens might simply exhibit one telltale 
behavior. The most common sign, stockpiling, 
should not be confused with children’s natural 
tendency to collect items they find valuable.  
 
Stockpiles associated with hoarding in children are generally comprised of meaningless, valueless objects.  
Valueless objects most often hoarded by children include food, clothing, and even trash. According to 
psychologists, food stockpiles are often created by neglected or abused children who have been deprived of 
proper nutrition.  
 
 Many children have attachments to favorite sweatshirts, a pair of pants from a grandparent, or dresses handed 
down from a big sister. The difference is that clothing stockpiles that signal hoarding in children generally 
consist of clothing items that have no sentimental value and that are damaged and completely unwearable. For 
example, if a child or teen holds onto clothing with stains and rips or clothing that is too small to fit even though 
she has no emotional attachment, it might be a symptom of hoarding.  
 
The hoarding of trash elevates common waste to collector items. 
Gum wrappers and candy wrappers are the most frequently 
hoarded items. A child or teen hoarder might also fixate on 
collecting empty bottles and empty cans for no reason except to 
have them.  
 
Boxes are another common waste item collected by young 
hoarders. In some cases, hoarding in children might result in the 
saving of cups of dirty bath water or cups of sand and rocks 
collected from the yard, beach or playground.  
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Occasionally, toys might be devalued and used for hoarding. When this happens, the child will not play will the 
toys and will often ignore the toys unless someone else tries to play with them. If a younger sibling or visitor 
shows interest in stockpiled toys or other objects, the hoarding child might become aggressive, frustrated and 
possessive. In many circumstances, behavioral therapy can help children who hoard. 
 
Hoarding has been much in the news, with reality programs showing adults trapped behind mountains of junk. 
Maybe you've looked in your child's room, with piles of unusual items rising to the ceiling -- receipts, plastic 
bags, trash picked off the ground, free car magazines from the supermarket, toy cars never played with but 
jealously guarded -- and wondered, "Is my child a hoarder? Should I be doing something to stop this?" 

 
 
 
Hoarding is not an actual psychiatric diagnosis at this time, 
although it can be a symptom for diagnoses like Obsessive-
Compulsive Disorder or Reactive Attachment Disorder. On the 
other hand, it's not unusual for kids with developmental 
disabilities to obsessively collect objects that might look to 
others like hoarded junk -- and it's not necessarily harmful, 
either. 
 

 
 
The ten questions below can help you determine whether your child's hoarding might be a sign of psychiatric 
problems, or whether it's a perseverative behavior that you might be able to work with. If you answer "yes" to 
questions 1-4 below, you'll want to consult your child's doctor or a mental-health professional for help. If you 
answer "no" to those but "yes" to some of the rest, follow the suggestions to use those obsessive interests to 
improve your child's communication and interaction. 
 
1. Is my child in physical danger from the hoarding? 

 
It takes an awful lot of stuff to really be a hazard. A messy room, and a room full of things your child values 
more than you do, does not by itself indicate cause for concern. If your child can't get out of the room or you 
can't get in, that's a problem. If your child is hoarding things that may be harmful -- dirty garbage, say, or items 
with sharp edges -- that's a problem. 
 
 If your child's hoard of papers sits up against a heater or otherwise creates risk, that's a problem, but one that 
can probably be solved with some plastic storage bins. Consult a mental-health professional if hoarding puts 
your child or family in physical danger, and your child resists efforts to resolve that. 
 
2. Does my child hoard food?  

 
Jokes about teenage boys with pizza and old sandwiches under their 
beds aside, hoarding food can be a sign of a serious problem for a 
child or teen.  
 
Kids who might hide and hoard food include those with eating 
disorders, Prader-Willi Syndrome, and Reactive Attachment Disorder.  
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It's not necessarily abnormal for a child to stash a favorite snack or some sneakily acquired candy in a bedroom 
drawer or backpack, but if you notice your child hoarding large amounts of food, binging on hoarded food, 
stealing food to hoard, or otherwise showing an unhealthy fixation on food, it's time to mention it to a mental-
health professional or your child's doctor. 
 
3. Does my child steal things and hoard them? 

 
Children with obsessive interests in unusual items often hoard found 
objects, but actively taking items that belong to others and stashing them 
away is always a matter of concern. It's important, though, to consider 
intent: A child who doesn't understand that knickknacks from the living 
room belong in the living room and not in a plastic bag in his room is 
different from a child who deliberately takes cherished items from siblings 
and stows them in a jumbled stash in a hidden corner of her room. Putting 
attractive objects out of sight will help for the first problem but not the 
second, which may require the involvement of a mental-health 
professional to determine why the stealing is occurring. 
 
4. Does the hoarding interfere with my child's participation in normal activities? 

 
One rule of thumb for determining when a behavior becomes a disorder is whether it keeps the individual from 
pursuing normal daily activities. Is your child able to leave the hoarded collection to go to school? play with 
friends? participate in family meals and activities? Many children with special needs may take great comfort in 
the presence of their hoarded objects, but do not engage with them constantly or use them as a way to block 
out the real world. If you find your child's hoarding interferes with important life activities (and not just with 
something like "keeping your room neat"), that's a good signal that it's time to talk to your child's doctor or a 
mental-health professional about the hoarding. 
 
5. Can I organize my child's hoarded items? 

 
Kids who surround themselves with objects of obessive interest can be amazingly aware of any change in their 
collection, even if that collection looks to you like a foot of papers strewn all over the floor. This can make it 
tough to do clandestine clean-ups. But you may be able to help your child bring some order to the chaos as long 
as you don't eliminate any objects. Talk to your child about options like clear plastic bins to keep the objects 
neat but still in view; shelves on which to stack them; file cabinets or drawer units for sorting and stashing; 
under-bed storage units; and other ways to honor both your child's need to hoard and your need to get across 
the floor at bedtime. If your child resists all efforts to touch the stuff, even efforts that honor his need for it, 
that's an indication that you may need to consult with a mental-health professional. 
 
6. Can I interact with my child's hoarded items?  

 
Your child may shreik if you touch hoarded items to 
throw them away, but is there an opportunity to play 
with your child using those items? Follow your child's 
lead and show an interest in these objects that arouse 
such passion, even if you can't see what the big deal is. 
Ask your child to show you his favorite objects or tell you 
about them. Ask questions.  
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Try playing with the objects the way your child does. This may be a door through which you can enter your 
child's private world, and that's not a door you want to slam shut. 
 
7. Can hoarded items be used as a reward? 

 
Finding something that is strongly motivating for a child with special needs can be a big challenge for parents, so 
if your child has objects that he collects obessively, you may be able to use that to your advantage. Assuming 
the objects aren't harmful and are under control organizationally, giving your child a car or a key or a magazine 
or a slip of paper from your purse in return for a task that's of interest to you may be a trade-off the both of you 
can live with. You might also consider setting up a token system with the end reward being an item for your 
chlid's "collection." 
 
8. Can hoarded items be used to foster communication? 

 
Talking to your child about her "collection" instead of yelling 
about it is one way to use these objects for communication 
purposes. Another is to allow your child to ask you questions 
about objects of interest. A child who sees little need for 
conversation may be inspired to ask about a receipt or a car or a 
key. Find things that your child might be interested in hoarding 
and start a conversation about them. Work together to find 
objects to add. Your child will always be more willing to 
communicate about things that are intensely interesting than 
things in which he sees little value or attraction. 
 
Hoarding in children is more about difficulty letting go, rather than 
acquisition, since kids don’t usually have the access to money and 
transportation that would allow them to shop easily. They tend to 
anthropomorphize their objects and want to maintain control 
over them. Compared with adults, clutter may or may not be such 
a significant factor with these children. Kids with hoarding 
tendencies tend to be perfectionistic about their objects.  
 
It’s important to note that many children are collectors. If your child likes to hang on to certain items, that 
doesn’t mean he or she is displaying hoarding tendencies. Hoarding behavior is more extreme and problematic–
it can interfere with social interactions and school, and can result in intensely emotional reactions to others 
touching their belongings. 
 
So what’s to be done for a child with hoarding tendencies? The class explored three case studies in which three 
young people were helped with varying combinations of techniques such as collaborative therapy between 
therapists and organizers, journaling, picture drawing/storytelling, motivational interviewing and containerizing 
and labeling. 
 
The younger the hoarding patient is, the more effective treatment will be, so if your child is exhibiting hoarding 
behavior, seeking help may be wise. Unfortunately, information on children who display hoarding behaviors 
isn’t abundant. The International OCD Federation’s web page on hoarding and families is a good starting point, 
however. 
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Most people hear of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) and immediately think of someone who washes their 
hands over and over again. Symptoms for OCD can vary. Hoarding is one of the least common OCD behaviors. 
You've probably seen some old woman on the news with OCD hoarding. She would save newspapers till they 
piled so high in her home that it was nearly impossible to walk through. This is called hoarding. You may wonder 
why she doesn't just throw the newspapers out. Well, it's not that simple. 
 
The difference between collecting and hoarding is usually easily determined. If your child is collecting baseball 
cards or has a butterfly collection, this is fun and not hoarding. When the collection becomes bothersome to 
that child's life, then it is hoarding. My son's symptoms became so bad that in a matter of weeks, he could no 
longer attend school. Hoarding is something even the child does not want to do, but feels that they need to do 
it. When I took him shopping, he would purposely enter the store with his eyes shut so he would not see 
anything that he may want to take home to save. Usually he still managed to gather a handful of useless dust to 
take home. 
 
Now you may be thinking that hoarding is not so bad. If you have lived with hoarding or know someone who 
hoards, you will understand. It's one of the worst things to have happen to someone you love. I know because 
my friend’s young son suddenly started hoarding. When he first started showing signs of OCD hoarding, they 
immediately searched for a psychologist. Finding one that specializes in children with OCD hoarding was almost 
impossible. In fact, they never did find one. 
 
Their son began hoarding, suddenly, overnight. He started saving things, such as crumpled papers, used paper 
cups, and plastic bags. When they asked him to throw them out, he'd panic. They didn't know what was 
happening to him, but they knew something was wrong. 
 
A few days later he was starting to save dust and specks he found in the house. He would panic if anyone threw 
something into the trash. He would pick lint off others in the house and take it to his room. Then he started 
asking them to wipe our feet before we left the house. He wanted the dust to stay inside the house. He was 
saving paper food wrappers from any fast food place we would visit. His room was becoming a trash haven. He 
filled his drawers up with trash, had bags of trash sitting around the room, his closet was full of fast food 
containers, and used paper towels were tucked under his bed. They knew he needed help. 
 
Information 
 
Please note that any treatment option should be discussed with your medical practitioner before they are used, 
they are not specifically recommended, they are here for information purposes only for this newsletter. 
 
ü The use of Inositol, a powder form of vitamin B. This vitamin helps replace the serotonin back into the 

brain. ``````Inositol will work for everyone with OCD. Studies show it works for 4 out of 10 OCD sufferers. 
Inositol has also worked for children and adults with other OCD tendencies besides hoarding.  You will need 
to check the ingredient label and make sure that it says; Other Ingredients: None.  
 

ü The OCD Collaborative Genetics Study reported that genetic linkage findings are different in OCD families 
with and without hoarding behavior, suggesting that a region on chromosome 14 is linked with compulsive 
hoarding behavior in these families and that hoarding is a distinct genetic subtype of OCD. 
 

ü Hoarding often develops in children due to stress, anxiety and separation anxiety.  
 

ü There does seem to be some relationship between depression and hoarding.  
 

ü There is some research that suggests that perfectionists are heavily represented among hoarders.  



 
ü Hoarding in children sometimes manifests as their opportunity to control something in their life, often you 

will find the child has had some kind of disruption in their family. 
 

ü Possessions also provide a source of comfort and security, signaling a safe environment - provided 
emotional comfort.   

 
ü In addition, hoarders save to avoid decision making–a difficult and unpleasant chore–perhaps because of 

their excessive concern over mistakes, in children you may find parents who don’t allow children to make 
mistakes. 
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