BEYOND THE FAMILY CIRCLE
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‘FAT TALK” AND DANGEROUS FRIENDS

Research has shown that among girls, the simple fact that a child’s immediate circle of
friends regularly discusses dieting and weight can put them at risk for an eating disorder.
Called ‘fat talk,’ these discussions permeate a social atmosphere where the shared
understanding is that being thin is important and being fat is bad. When this worldview
serves as the basis for friendships, it can exert a remarkably powerful hold over your
child. While your child’s weight- and body-conscious friends may have many positive
qualities, for the purpose of this article, we will call them ‘dangerous friends.’

The intense bonds a child can form with dangerous friends can foster highly contagious
behaviors. Peers are such an important influence, in fact, that behaviors such as your
child comparing her body with that of her friends, or teasing by her peers, can have more
influence on whether she develops an eating disorder than psychological or family
factors.

The following are clues that your child may be making dangerous friends or may be
feeling social pressures that are putting her at risk for an eating disorder. You should be
concerned if even one of the following is true for your child:

Your child’s best friend has an eating disorder, is dieting, fasting, has body-image
concerns, or is preoccupied with being thin.

Your daughter frequently compares her body to those of friends, other girls at school,
popular girls, and fashion models. These behaviors have been shown to predict body-
image dissatisfaction, which is often the first step in the progression to an eating disorder.
She competes with friends in the area of weight, shape, and appearance. Doing so makes
it more likely that she will experiment with dieting.

She believes that thinness is a key requirement for membership in the popular group at
school. Even children as young as nine have been shown to believe that they will be more
likable by being thin.

Your daughter believes that she is unpopular, or feels insecure, socially incompetent, or
unsupported by friends.

WHAT TO DO ABOUT DANGEROUS FRIENDS

If you have come to believe that your child’s friendship circle shares a preoccupation
with body image, then it is especially important that within the family you do everything
possible to counter those concerns and messages.

In addition to promoting healthy eating attitudes and habits, the following are some
suggestions on how to strengthen your child’s defenses against dangerous friends:

Encourage supportive friendships. Researchers believe that supportive friends can



actually be protective against eating disorders.

Educate your child about the negative impact of ‘fat talk,” and of critiquing their own and
others’ bodies. Make sure your child knows that losing weight will not make her
fundamentally more likable to others. If your child replies that, in fact, her group selects
friends largely based on weight and appearance, you can inform her that people who
make such judgments about others are not very good ‘friend material.” Teens, especially,
may appear to tune out advice like this from parents, but don’t be disheartened;
underneath their attitude of indifference, or sometimes even irritation or hostility, most
children feel cared for when parents give advice and actually hear what their parents are
saying.

AVOID BARRING YOUR CHILD FROM CONTACT WITH DANGEROUS
FRIENDS

We suggest that you wage your campaign of positive messages within the family,
because it is rarely effective to bar your child from associating with children you
disapprove of. Attempting this will usually result in your child turning even more to those
children, or becoming reticent about sharing what she is hearing from the ‘barred’
friends. When it comes to issues with friends, you will probably be most effective as
advisors rather than rule makers. One way to play this role is to try to help your child
recognize how her friends are affecting her, and to help her strategize ways to render
herself immune to whatever negative influences these friends might present.
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