
*The following article is based off of BANAs clinical experience working with family and 

clients.  We also included information from the Academy of Eating Disorders* 

 

If you are reading this you are more than likely supporting a loved one or friend with an eating 

disorder, or are concerned that a special person in your life may have an eating disorder. You are 

probably scared, frustrated, afraid, worried and maybe even bewildered. You are not alone, and 

play an important role in your loved one’s life and are crucial to them getting well or reaching 

out for help.  With all of this said, you may wonder if you are saying or doing the right thing, you 

may also worry you are not doing enough or wondering how to approach someone you are 

concerned about. In this handout (wording?), we hope you find a bit of comfort knowing you are 

not alone and that there are some simple things you can do that are extremely helpful to those 

suffering.  It is important to allow yourself to not know all the answers and that there are no 

quick and easy solutions.  Be gentle and kind on yourself, and be confident that there are things 

you can do to offer support!   

 

Below we answer the top five questions we get asked from a loved one, we also included 

resources that go beyond this handout and we incorporated a link to a short video on how to 

approach someone you suspect has eating disorder – you may prefer not to read an entire 

handout or resource book! Before we begin, the below answers (and resources) are geared 

towards adults struggling with an eating disorder and their families.  However, if you are 

supporting a teen or child, some information below might be helpful for you, so don’t let that 

stop you from scrolling down  

 

Top Five Questions: 

1) What is an eating disorder and does it last forever? 

If you are like most people, you probably have an idea of what an eating disorder is from 

television or social media.  Unfortunately, as we all know, these sources are not always accurate; 

dare I say often times they are completely incorrect.  Here is one misconception that we hear at 

BANA that is often derived from social media, ‘eating disorders are a young person problem, I 

am too old to struggle.’  An eating disorder can affect a person at ANY age (including youth and 

adolescents), in fact at BANA the average age of our client is someone in their mid 30’s.  

Shocking I know!  Most people are surprised by this, so you are not alone if you thought this as 

well. Eating disorders affect ALL people, from all walks of life, backgrounds, sizes, shapes, 

ages and genders! Another misconception that most people are surprised to hear is that men 

struggle with eating disorders. Men are often overlooked when it comes to their struggles with 

eating and body image. Please don’t overlook men in your life, they struggle sometimes more 

because of the stigma attached to mental health and especially around eating disorders.  I know 

we are rambling a bit here, but this is important information and good to be aware of.  Now, let’s 

get into some basic stuff about what an eating disorder is.  We will also address if ‘they [Eating 

Disorders] last forever’ and the concept of recovery because they are both connected.  

Eating Disorders are NOT a choice, they are serious mental illness.  To quote the Academy of 

Eating Disorders, ‘Eating disorders can be recognized by a persistent pattern of unhealthy eating 

or dieting behavior that can cause health problems and/or emotional and social distress.’ 



 

Eating Disorders impact a suffers entire life, from relationships, to work, school and finances.  

Food is used as a way to cope with one’s emotions and feelings and often time individuals 

struggle with other psychiatric disorders, such as anxiety, depression or problems with drug and 

alcohol.  

 

 

There four categories of eating disorders are anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, binge eating 

disorder and other specified feeding or eating disorders (this includes purging disorder, night 

eating syndrome, atypical anorexia and low or limited duration bulimia nervosa and binge eating 

for example). If you would like to more information about each disorder, we have additional 

readings on our website (www.bana.ca)! Yaya! 

 

People recover from Eating Disorders, early detection and prevention is so important. At 

BANA, we have seen so many people lead healthy, rich and fulfilling lives outside of their 

disorder (I like to call this ‘a life worth living’). Eating Disorders can last a long time or a 

short time, but that does not mean they last a lifetime. As we know, it is always important to 

be aware that negative Eating Disorder thoughts or behaviors can creep in (wording).  This is 

why, when someone finds wellness, it is important for them to be diligent about what healthy is 

for them and keep developing a life worth living (going to school, enjoying a hobbie(s), finding a 

job, or developing relationships).   

                                    

2) I feel like my family member/friend has an eating disorder, I’m scared, what can I do? 

How can I talk to them? 

 

This is such a great question, and one we get asked often.  First, know about the Eating Disorder 

resources in your community.  Call them, ask them about their services and how someone can 

get connected to the program.  You may want to inquire about fees, hours of operations, what 

type of therapy they provide, what age they service and ask who your loved one would meet 

with.  You could ask to speak to that person to understand their role and what an appointment 

looks like. You never have to disclose any information about your loved one, you are simply just 

asking about services.  This information can be very helpful because if you choose to speak with 

a loved one about seeking help, you need to know about the services.  You can also offer to 

attend your loved one first appointment (or waiting in the lobby).  You can even offer to help 

your loved one make the initial call for services (which can be so scary and overwhelming!). By 

offering these simple gestures, you are showing compassion, empathy, and trust.   

Never push someone or give an ultimatum. Remain respectful and calm during your discussion 

with a loved one.  It is important to use ‘I’ statements.  For example, ‘I am worried about you,’ ‘I 

care about you,’ and ‘I want to support you.’ Talk about your loved ones feelings, and don’t 

force or push the converstation, let the loved one share what they wish at the pace they want. 

This shows the loved one that they are heard rather than being told what to do.  This fosters trust, 

comfort, and respect which are important factors in creating a trusting relationship. 

http://www.bana.ca)/


It is OK to tell someone you are concerned about their health and wellbeing. It is also OK to 

encourage them to seek help.  When having these conversations, pick a neutral location that feels 

comfortable for both you and the loved one. Try not to be negative or frustrated, which is easy to 

do!  Find positive and let the loved one know its ok to talk and share (but also respect the loved 

ones privacy).  

It is important to remember that the conversation may not go as you wish, but remain open, 

loving and respectful. When you approach someone, they may deny or react with anger. 

Struggling with an eating disorder is filled with an enormous amount of shame and guilt, do not 

rush the person. 

 Avoid simple solutions, such as ‘just stop purging.’ This minimizes the loved one experience 

and feelings.  Of course, your loved one wants to stop purging; it is not that simple when 

thoughts, fears and worries are involved. If you decide to chat with a loved one about seeking 

treatment, avoid discussing weight, food choices and their appearance.  Your loved one is 

already focused on this and takes up the majority of their thoughts. Remember, we want to talk 

about how the loved one is feeling. Ultimately, there is no right or wrong way to have this type 

of conversation.  But with a few guidelines above, you may feel a bit more prepared to talk to a 

loved one. 

3) My loved one has just been diagnosed with an eating disorder. What can I do? 

There are no concrete answers to this particular question, but there are so many things you can 

do.  Our suggestion is to ask your loved one what they need or want during this time.  You 

maybe surprised with their answer.  At BANA, we asked our clients what they needed during 

their process of recovery from a supportive person and the majority of our clients said they 

wanted a hug!  How heartwarming and how simple!  Of course, we are not suggesting to run up 

to your loved one immediately and hug them (you can if you have that type of relationship!), but 

this example goes to show how a simple act of hugging (or offering one) can be helpful.  It is 

easy as a supportive person to think that a hug isn’t enough and that you want to do more. But, if 

you think about it, it really is enough.  It shows your loved one that you are there for them, and 

that they are not alone, it provides such a sense of comfort.  What we are getting at here, is 

simple acts of kindness can go along a way; ask what your loved one what they need and see 

what they have to say. 

Another thing that our clients identified as helpful was to share their diagnosis with a loved one. 

With that said, learn about eating disorders and what the diagnosis means.  Ask questions about 

what treatment will look like for your loved one and ask how you can support them specifically 

with that – but also respect their choice for privacy.  You can offer to attend appointments with 

your loved one. For example, if your husband was diagnosed with an eating disorder, maybe 

your spouse would find it helpful if you joined a dietitian appointment with him would or have a 

joint appointment with a counsellor. Of course, this is not required and may not be a fit for every 

situation, but it is something to keep in mind and can be very helpful. 

Know that this time can be very overwhelming for your loved one or friend.  Let them share their 

fears, concerns or thoughts.  Also know that your loved one may need time to process the 



diagnosis and their feelings, so providing some space maybe beneficial.  If that is the case, just 

let the loved one know you are there for them when they are ready.   

4) My family member/friend struggling keeps talking about food, weight and eating 

disorder behaviors.  What can I do support them? 

  

This is another great question!   

 

Depending on the context of the comments around food, weight and disordered behaviours, it 

may not be a bad thing that your loved one is sharing their thoughts. However, if the comments 

are chronically negative, and demeaning, you want to help and be supportive. It is important to 

remember that your role is as a supportive person, do what you feel you are capable of. With that 

said, at BANA we believe it is so important to model balanced behavior around food and our 

bodies.  What this means is, being aware of the language we use.  When we adopt a sensible 

approach, we can start to change the conversation around weight, shape and food or at least shed 

a different perspective (which is very helpful for someone going through the process of 

recovery). For example, instead of calling foods junk, bad, healthy, unhealthy and so on. Call 

them occasional food or fun foods or just call them food.  Why label them? By not labeling foods 

as good or bad, we create a more balanced/less punishing approach, which is helpful for your 

loved one.  Also, avoid commenting on appearance and/or weight.  Be aware of your own biases 

around weight/shape and be mindful of how you discuss your body and food choices around 

your loved one. 

 

If your loved one said they feel like they have gained weight or are fat or want to lose weight, 

ask them share their fears and what this means to them and why they think losing weight is 

better.  You may want to discuss societal pressures to be look a certain way and how this 

ultimately doesn’t make us feel good about ourselves.  

 

Lastly, it is important to set limits and boundaries around these discussions.  Maybe you and 

your loved one agree to have one conversation a day that does revolve around eating disorder 

behaviour’s and food and then agree to have conversations outside of disordered eating 

behaviours.  We like the idea that one our clients shared with us recently, she and her partner 

have a fun none eating disorder topic that they discuss over dinner.  For example, one night they 

discussed a new hobby she was interested in.  This is such a great idea and can make meal time a 

bit more enjoyable and maybe something to look forward too. 

 

5) I am living with my partner who an eating disorder. I am at a loss and so frustrated, 

what can I do to help them?  

 

We have been wanting to mention about self-care throughout this entire article, because it is so 

important.  It is easy to get worried and concerned about your loved one and forget about your 

own need, especially living with someone who is struggling with an eating disorder.  As much as 

we want our loved one to get better ASAP, they get better at their own pace and in their own 

time.  This is why it is so important to take time for yourself, so you can be there for your loved 

one.   

 



There are many things you can do to support someone in your home, even if they are not 100% 

ready for change.  We have mentioned a few tips above, such as making meal time fun, being a 

positive example around food and body image and being kind.   It is also important to always 

included the loved one in family events, outings, and so on.  Even though they may not want to 

attend, or participate, it never hurts asking. It shows the individual struggling the they are always 

included.   

 

Eat normally in front of someone struggling with an eating disorder, consider yourself a healthy 

role model when it comes to food choices; choose nutritious foods, include fun foods to show 

your loved one its part of normal balanced eating.  Don’t act like the food police, mind your own 

plate and don’t forced your loved one to eat because this will only lead to arguments and hurt 

feelings. It also leads to lying and secret behavior about food and eating disorder behaviours.   

 

Lastly, as we mentioned above, as your loved one what they need. Ask them what is helpful for 

them and what is hurtful.  Avoid shaming your loved one and don’t accuse them. Don’t use 

ultimatums as they add a tremendous amount of pressure on your adult loved one.  An example 

of this would be, if you don’t go into treatment, I will leave you.  These types of statements again 

lead to secretive behavior.     

 

 

Resources section: 

 

https://www.amazon.ca/Parents-Guide-Eating-Disorders-Self-Esteem/dp/0936077034 

 

 
 

 

https://www.amazon.ca/Making-Weight-Conflicts-Shape-Appearance/dp/0936077352 

 

https://www.amazon.ca/Parents-Guide-Eating-Disorders-Self-Esteem/dp/0936077034
https://www.amazon.ca/Making-Weight-Conflicts-Shape-Appearance/dp/0936077352


 
 

*This has a section for Women who are supporting men with eating disorders  

 

 

Websites/blogs for family members 

 

https://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org/learn/help/caregivers 

 

https://nedic.ca 

 

www.bana.ca  - shameless plug, but we have some awesome resources for family and friends and 

information about eating disorders  

 

 

For those who retain information best through visuals and words: 

 

How to talk to someone about eating concerns: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fX1CFDtdgbY&feature=youtu.be 

 

 

 

https://www.nationaleatingdisorders.org/learn/help/caregivers
https://nedic.ca/
http://www.bana.ca/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fX1CFDtdgbY&feature=youtu.be

