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Is your child developing an unhealthy
relationship with their body and food:

Starvation in a young brain causes severe physical
damage and fuels a cycle of depression and rigid
thinking that reinforces disordered eating. Early
intervention is crucial to prevent long-term mental
and physical health problems.

BY TRACEY WADE
ating disorders are most likely to

develop in young people aged be- |

tween 12 and 25.But parents and oth-

erdoseadults canmiss the early wamn- |
ing signs. For example, you might notice }
p . tivity guidelines for young people. Your
ing healthier foods and see these behav-

your child doing more exercise or choos-

iours as normal or even positive. Eating
disorders are serious mental health con-

ditions characterised by a persistent,un- :
healthy relationship with food,eatingand - 5
body image. Theyincludeanorexianervo- | Theykeeplosingweight
bulimia nervosa and binge eating dis-

er;and all are linked to a higher risk of :

dyingearly.

der,are on therise among young people.

We know noticing and intervening early :
i baggyclothes.

Hereiswhat tolookoutfor,andwhat -
: andfoodpreparation

arekeyto stopping them developing.

todoifyouareworried.

Research has identified some of the

most common early warning signs of eat-
ing disordersin children. Any one of these
is cause for concern.

Theyexercisetoomuch
This means exercise beyond physical ac-

child may want to exercise even when in-
Jjured, or may retreat to their bedroom to
exercise secretly They may be unable tosit
still jiggling body parts to use up calories.

Young people should be increasing in
weight asthey growin height, unless med-

. . ically supervised otherwise. This supports

Eating disorders and disordered eating,
which means problematic behaviours :
around food, without a diagnosed disor- :
. people can become very skilled at hiding

optimal development of major body or-
gans, mcludmg ﬂxepxainBut parents of-
ten miss these physical changes, as young

weight loss by wearing multiple layers or

They become obsessed with food

You might notice your child spending i
~ more time talking about food and eating,

wanting to know what is in every meal so

. they can count calories,and seeking reas-
surance abouthowmuch they have eaten.

: Theycutoutmajorfoodgroups

“Clean”eatingand veganismcanbe pop-
ular among young people. But dieting is
a strong risk factor for developing an eat-
ing disorder. You may notice your child
increasingly restricts their diet or is often
distressed about what is an “acceptable”
foodtoeat.

Theybecomesecretivearoundfood
Does your child always find a reason to
avoid eating with other people? Does alot
of food go missing from the pantry? Hav-
ing dinner as a family is a protective fac-
tor; it normalises eating and helps you see
what and how your child eats. This can al-
sobewhy your child wants to avoid it.This
iswhyeating regularly togetheris oftenan
important component of recovery.

They become worried about body ]

image

Occasional negative comments about
appearance are relatively normal in ad-
olescence, and need to be handled with
care. But problems can emerge where
your child makes frequent and sustained
negativeremarks about their body weight
and/orshape.

i They develop rituals and rules
around eating

This could look like cutting food into ti-
ny pieces,or havingto eat foodinacertain
order or use the same crockery or cutlery
| themtreatment,regardless ofhow willing
. theyare.

Donothopeitwilljustgoaway

every time. When rituals are disrupted,
the child becomes distressed.

Whatyoucandoifyouareworried
Start acompassionate conversation
Gently express concern, without judge-

ment.Youmight try:

You have not seemed yourselfiately.
Iseverything OK?

You have lost a lot of weight. T am wor-
ried about you.

Acknowledge the challenges and offer
unconditional love and support. Anziety
isamajor driving force of mary eating dis-
orders.

Let your child know you care deeply
about them and that you are there to help

" andactin theirbest interest.

Be prepared for denial or resistance

Stay calm and be patient.

It might take time for your child to ac-
knowledge theissue. You may need to get

Being proactive and intervening early
is key and can help avoid physical and

' mental healthissues down the track.

Poor body image leads to unhealthy eating.
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