Communication Tips for Concerned Parents

There are four basic levels of communication:

1. Cliché level, ie. “Hello, how are you?” or “Nice day, isn’t it?”

2. Facts level, ie. Factual information about an event, place, or person.

3. Ideas and Judgement level, ie. Sharing opinions, beliefs, situations.

4. Feelings and Emotional level, ie. Talking about our feelings, hopes, dreams.

 Talking to your child about their eating habits usually cuts right to level four, as both you and your child will no doubt feel very emotional about it. Usually, someone with an eating disorder tries to hide from their emotions and uses food as a way of coping with them and as a way to maintain some control over their life. They may be afraid of sharing their feelings and could be thinking some of the following:

“I must be strong. It’s a sign of weakness to ask for support.”

“I don’t want to worry them with how bad it actually is for me.”

“They will tell everyone, and they will be watching me eat or follow me to the toilet.”

“They will be disgusted with me.”

“They won’t understand.”

“I don’t want to upset them.”

“I feel too guilty and ashamed of what I am doing.”

“I don’t want to talk to anyone, I want to be alone.”

The most important thing to remember when trying to speak to your child is to really listen to what they are saying without judgment. Your child will be anticipating a negative reaction from you and so it is therefore incredibly important to avoid saying anything that might be construed as negative. Simply listening without offering advice or comments is the easiest way to help your child feel safe when talking to you.

General Communication Tips

1. Choose an appropriate time and place, where you won’t be disturbed. 

2. Choose a time when you feel calm and prepare a plan for what you want to say. What do you hope to gain out of speaking with your child?

3. Make eye contact and use appropriate body language.

4. Use “I feel…” statements instead of accusing them with “You...” statements.

5. Ask open questions. If you can get them to talk for a while then you are making a great start on building good communication.

6. Reflect back on what is said so that they feel you have heard and understand. 

7. Be positive. They need to hear that there is hope. If they tell you anything that you feel is good (ie. I tried to eat, I really did) then tell them that it is wonderful that they are trying so hard. Focus on supporting their efforts, not on their failures.

8. Make it clear that you will help them in whatever way they wish. Remember that the illness is about control, and trying to take their control from them will get you nowhere. Ask what they want from you and then try your best to follow through.

