
 
 BREAKING THE ICE: HOW TO OPEN THE DISCUSSION 
by Marcia Herrin EdD, MPH, RD and Nancy Matsumoto 
 
Few things are harder than confronting an eating-disordered child for the first time and 
offering help. You are afraid you will encounter resistance, anger, even outright hostility. 
How can you negotiate this difficult conversation without losing your temper, widening 
the communication gap between you and your child, or making her retreat even further 
into her eating-disordered behavior?  
 
In order to keep the conversation on the right track, you will have to work hard to 
reassure your child that being critical is not your intention. If the conversation becomes 
heated, your child will focus on how they have been wronged by you instead of on their 
eating problems. This can serve as a subconscious (or sometimes conscious) diversionary 
tactic that keeps parents at bay while the eating disorder remains unexamined. 
 
PLAN YOUR CONVERSATION IN ADVANCE 
 
Here are some things to keep in mind as you prepare to confront your child about a 
suspected eating disorder: 

• Be calm, and do your best to stay calm. 
• Avoid accusations. 
• Don’t alienate your child by monopolizing the conversation. Simply explain 
how your child’s eating problems make you feel; how you are afraid, upset, and 
worried. 
• Give your child an opportunity to talk about her own feelings and concerns. 
What is it about her eating-disordered behaviors that works for her? Recognize 
that the eating disorder probably has some positive aspects for your child. 
• Avoid unproductive arguments about how harmful or dangerous your child’s 
behavior is; ask instead how you can help. 
• Try role-playing in advance. 

 
PUT YOURSELF IN YOUR CHILD’S SHOES 
 
A mistake parents often make is that they are so consumed with worry about their child’s 
disorder and fear about what will happen to them because of it that they become 
incapable of listening to and understanding their child’s point of view. Though it can be 
hard to be curious about your child’s motivations, fears, and insecurities when you are in 
a state of panic about his health, you must try to calm down and return to that point of 
curiosity. If you do, you may learn how you can truly, constructively, be of help, instead 
of simply standing by, wringing your hands, and haranguing your child for his poor 
judgment in developing an eating disorder. Your child must feel heard and must feel that  
you understand what he is saying and what he is feeling. Your child must feel cared for. 
Ask questions, paraphrase to make sure you understand. Tell him, “Help me understand.” 
 
 



AVOID THE BLAME GAME 
 
Blame only engenders defensiveness and a ‘tuning out’ of parental input. Avoiding anger 
goes hand-in-hand with avoiding blame. Do not approach your child when you are 
seething with anger, or even feeling annoyed or put out, but when you are feeling calm 
and able to think rationally. It is easy for you to take your child’s eating disorder 
personally (“She is trying to defy me, worry me, embarrass me.”), but an eating disorder 
rarely starts out with this motivation.  
 
EXPLORING YOUR CHILD’S CONCERNS 
Once you have opened the conversation, you can move on to an exploration of your 
child’s concerns. Remember, try not to open by airing a laundry list of your own worries 
and concerns. What matters here is what your child is feeling and how you can better 
understand those feelings. From there you have a shot at coming up with some creative 
solutions. 
 
Here are some suggested exploratory statements. Instead of bombarding your child with 
all of the below, try picking one or two and making them your own: 
 
-Are you happy with your eating patterns or food behaviors?  
-What would you say your major eating problems are? 
-Which of your eating problems or symptoms bother you the most?  
 
IN SUMMARY 
 
Confronting someone about an eating problem, whether it is a child or a friend, is hard 
work, and something that most of us would rather avoid. Remember that your emotional 
stance is everything. If you are open, receptive, curious, honest, tentative, and work hard 
at understanding your child’s point of view (really listening is crucial) no matter what 
words you use, your chances of success will be greater. 
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