Talking to your
child about health
and weight

A guide for parents and
caregivers of children




The aim of this guide is to help

all parents and caregivers have
positive conversations with their
children about health and weight.
It gives tips and advice on what to
say and do to help children thrive
and feel good about their bodies.

This guidance is for
parents and caregivers
of children of all

shapes and sizes.

Adapted with permission from Talking to Your Child About Weight — a guide for parents and
caregivers of children aged 4-11 years. For more information on how the original resource
was developed please contact f.b.gilison@bath.ac.uk

In this guidance, to keep the text short, we use the word ‘parents’ to mean both parents
and other primary care-givers, like legal guardians or grand-parents providing informal care.
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Section 1: Should | talk to my child about their weight?

There are times when you may decide it is useful to talk with your child about
their weight.

Talking openly about weight rather than avoiding the topic can help to build
trust and stops it feeling like something to be ashamed about.

Children want to know if they are overweight or not and want their parents
to help them to be healthy.

Children will hear about weight from many different places — in school, from
friends, on TV, online. You can help them to see that what they hear about
weight is not always right.

Talking to you about their weight could be your child’s only chance to ask
questions openly and learn about their weight and health.

Talking with your child about their weight in a kind and supportive way can
help them feel good about their body. The advice in this guidance aims to
help you do this.

The most important thing is that your child feels able to talk to you.

“Your parents can
give you information
on how to improve
your weight and how
to build your weight
up properly.”

(Yusuf, aged 9)
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Section 1: Should | talk to my child about their weight?

Things to remember...

* You have a big influence on how your child thinks and feels about their weight.

e Children know that their weight is a sign of whether they are ‘growing properly’
and expect parents to talk to them about this. Talking about weight may be a
bigger deal to you than it is to them.

e Letting children know that weight is something they can talk about - and is
just one part of how we know if they are healthy - can help to reduce shame
around weight.

Avoid

Blame

Talking to children about what
things might push us to make

No one gets it right all the time less healthy choices can help
so try not to blame your child or them make healthier choices
yourself for being a certain weight ~ for themselves

- focus instead on the healthy - you could talk about
things you and your family things like food adverts,
can do. shops putting sweets near

the checkouts, and taking
the car rather than walking.

The way we live now can make it
harder for all of us to stay healthy
— it isn’t easy to eat well all the
time and make physical activity
part of daily life.
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Mark’s story

Mark was 11 and already knew he was one of
the heavier children at school — not least, because
the other children sometimes teased him about
it. He did not really know whether or not it
mattered for his health, or whether he could
do anything about it as his parents never talked
about weight at home. But it made him feel
bad, and he thought it was probably also the
reason why he couldn’t keep up with his friends
during PE. Although it was a bit embarrassing
when the doctor wanted to check his weight it
was also quite a relief as he thought this would
mean someone would help him with it.

Mark
knew he was
one of the
heavier children
at school.

Mark was really disappointed when his mum

didn’t mention his weight again after the visit
to the doctor. It felt to Mark like being bigger
than other kids his age was so shameful that
no one was willing to talk about it.

Things changed for the better after his mum
started talking to him about healthy eating

as part of his school homework one day. She
asked him whether he thought their family
was healthy, and what he knew about healthy
eating. After that Mark found it easy to tell her
that he was worried he was too big, and that
sometimes the other kids teased him about
his weight. His mum was really helpful and sat
down with him to talk about what different
things they could do together to be healthy.

Section 1: Should | talk to my child about their weight?

Talking
with his mum
about his weight
made things
better.

She also talked to his school teacher who
started doing some activities in class to help

all the children treat each other with a bit
more kindness. His mum made sure his teacher
didnt mention Mark of course, but he found
the teasing soon stopped after that.

One thing Mark and his Mum decided to do
was join a local course for children and their
families who wanted to be healthier. He was
a bit nervous about this, but found he really
enjoyed it. There were lots of games and
activities to learn about changes they could
make that would help their health.

Mark’s mum made some healthy changes at
home too for all the family, like trying some
new recipes. They didn’t always like them,
but his mum said they hadn't always liked
what she cooked for them.

For more
information
about finding
support, see
Section 7.
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Section 2: The whole family counts

What you do and say counts

Your child learns from you all the time and will copy what you do. What you say,
what you do, and how you talk about yourself and others are very important in
teaching your child about weight and health.

Children learn to judge people by their weight and size
if they see or hear others doing it - you can’t control
everything they see or hear, but you can try to:

e Avoid criticising your own weight or appearance and that of other people
— this can make children think this is how you will judge them too

* Greet people by saying how nice it is to see them rather than with comments
about their appearance

¢ Talk about making changes to help your child grow, be healthy and do the
things they want to do (play, learn etc.) rather than to control weight

Talk positively about food and physical activity

¢ Help your child to learn that eating a range of foods and being active are
normal and enjoyable, not things to be done only to control our weight

e Try and make sure your child sees you eating a range of foods and being
active yourself—most of the time!

“Great, you’ve eaten all your vegetables,
those will help you be healthy and grow well”

“| feel better after that walk, don’t you?”

What could
| say...? “What do you think we should choose for

tea, what can we eat to keep us all healthy?”

“The park will be wet in the rain today
- shall we go and see how many puddles
we can find?”
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Section 2: The whole family counts

Get other adults to help too

Children understand better if they get
the same message from everyone.

Mothers, fathers, grandparents and carers can all
have a big impact. You can support each other. - :
: i 1 '

Try talking to other adults who care for your child

about how you will talk about weight — could you
agree on some rules (like not criticising the way

people look or their size)? g

Parents don’t always agree with each other — _ : il
but you can still make sure the messages you N 1~ ” 1))\
give to your child are always the same. A j

If you have older children, and the adults around

them don’t agree, you can ask your child what they
think about these different ideas. After all, they will hear
different views outside your home too.

Choosing changes together

Giving children choice where you can, and involving them
in making new habits may help to keep them working
with you, rather than pushing back. You could try:

e asking your children to pick between
two healthy options to make for dinner

» allowing your children to choose fun Making changes
physical activities for the family to play as a whole family

can feel easier
and be fun!

e letting them have their say when agreeing
rules for screen time.
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Ruby’s story

Ruby and her classmates were excited when a
research team visited their school to measure
their height and weight. After school that day,
Ruby told her dad about being measured

Ruby’s dad felt a little bit nervous — they

never really talked about weight because he
didn’t want Ruby to start worrying about her
appearance. He had never talked about weight
with his own parents or with his friends, so

he just wasn't sure what to say. He tried to be
honest when Ruby had questions about other
things and that seemed to work out alright — she
was a happy and confident girl — so he guessed
he should take the same approach with weight.

If children, like
Ruby, are curious
about their weight,
talking to them
about it can help
check if they have
concerns.

Ruby’s dad told her that she is a healthy weight.
Ruby asked “so does that mean it’s good?”.
“Well, yeah, that means you’re growing well,
and | know you eat healthy food mostly! — and
you’re very active, which will make you strong
replied her dad. “But most importantly you’re
happy. Now, did you want to ask me anything?”.
Ruby didn’t, she was really just curious.

”

Her Dad was relieved to know Ruby wasn'’t
worried about her weight or health, and felt
better having checked.

Section 2: The whole family counts

Ruby’s dad
wasn’t sure what
to say — he had

never talked
about weight with
his parents.

Many parents are unsure how to talk about
weight with their children — we may have little
experience of talking about weight or we may
have concerns about our own weight that we
don’t want to pass on. But children are curious
and may have questions that you can help
answer. Letting your child know that they can
talk to you about weight can stop them worrying.

Talking to your child about health and weight
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Section 3: Top tips for talking to your child about health and weight

How could | start the conversation?

Small conversations can work better than one ‘big’ talk

e Talk about growth and health where it comes up in everyday
conversations and focus on these rather than weight itself

e Focus on the things your child can do to look after their health
(keep active, eat their greens etc.)

¢ Don’t feel you have to talk about everything in one go

Pick times when it's more natural to talk about food, activity or weight,
for example:

e when cooking or food shopping

e reading a cereal box over breakfast

e when it comes up on TV

¢ when shopping for clothes

* when a child talks about their own or someone else’s size

e when talking about what your child has done at school.

“What have you learnt at school about
how to be healthy ?”

“Pm really looking forward to our walk
What could together”

| say...?

“Where do you find out about what is
healthy - is it at school, from the telly,
or other places?”

“What could our family do to be more
healthy?”

Talking to your child about health and weight
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Section 3: Top tips for talking to your child about health and weight

What words should | use?

Some people prefer not to use the word ‘weight’
but to talk about growth and health, or exercise
and healthy eating. If this is what you and your
child are comfortable with, this is fine.

But sometimes it can be helpful to talk about ‘weight’, for example, if:

your child asks about their own or someone else’s weight or size
* you hear your child use hurtful words about someone’s size

e other people, including health professionals, talk about weight
with you or your child

e your child mentions talking about weight or weight teasing at
school — take this as a chance to ask them what they think

3 H ] J
about weight and how they talk about it with their friends. Lot A el e

a banned word as this
can create shame and
worry, so talk openly

about weight if your
child wants to.

Children want to understand about health,
growth and weight, and they know you want
what is best for them.

B_e Children look to
confident their parents first
for guidance

Parents are really
important in helping
children make sense
of things.

12 Talking to your child about health and weight



Section 3: Top tips for talking to your child about health and weight

“What do you think about your weight/ size?
And what about the rest of us in this family?”

“How do you think it would feel if someone
What could called you ‘fat’? What would be a kinder way

| say...? to talk about someone with a larger body size
if you needed to?”

“Is there anything you want to know about
weight?”

“Why do you think doctors and nurses think
your weight is important?”

Talking about ‘weight’
In particular

¢ Find a time when other siblings are not around if you think
your child may be worried or embarrassed about their size.

e Use open questions (avoiding yes/no answers) to encourage
your child to talk about what they have heard or may be worried
about. For example, “what do you think about....?” instead of
“Are you worried about ....?”

e Talk about weight being important for health, energy and what
the body can do.

e Explain that we cannot know what a person is like based on how
they look — just because someone is thinner does not mean they
are kinder or more hard working than someone who is larger.

¢ Make time for your child to ask questions.

e Let your child know they can talk to you about
weight or size if they want to, but don’t push
them to talk about it if they choose not to.
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Sam'’s story

When Sam’s daughter Aisha was measured by
the GP practice nurse , Sam and his partner were
surprised to hear that Aisha was carrying extra
weight for her height. Sam did not want to talk
about this with Aisha but instead they decided to
make some healthy changes together as a family.

“We've always been quite big in our family - no
one would look at us and think for a minute
we'd have really skinny kids, so | guess we

just didn‘t really notice when our middle child,
Aisha, started to put on weight in primary
school. She’d always been one of the bigger
kids in her class but not the biggest.

When the practice
nurse told me that she
was carrying extra
weight for her height
it was a real shock
and, to be honest,
| was really upset.

| already thought | was doing all | could,
making sure they all had some veg at dinner
and didn’t stay on the computer all night and
all that. | wasn’t going to start being so strict
that | made their lives miserable.

Also, | suppose because I've struggled with my
own weight all my life, | didn’t really believe that
anything | could do would make a difference -
S0 it was better not to risk making her self-
conscious about it.

Talking to your child about health and weight

Section 3: Top tips for talking to your child about health and weight

[t was my partner who snapped me out if it,
saying ‘why don’t we just all try getting healthy
as a family?’

| was determined that we wouldn’t do anything
drastic, and | absolutely didn’t want to single
Aisha out and make her feel different from the
other kids. But doing things together felt alright.

| didn’t want

to single out
Aisha — we’ve
made changes

as a family.

Not everything has worked, but some things
have, like having different fruit for snacks after
school instead of biscuits, and | get the kids
to help me find healthy recipes online to try
for dinner. We've also started going for walks
together at the weekend — the kids aren’t
always keen to leave their screens and if it's
cold, neither am I! But we all usually enjoy it
once we get outside, especially if | distract
them with a game.

It’s been hard, though, to find the right line
between making the family healthier, and not
making it a big ‘thing’.

Aisha’s 13 now, and | can’t be in charge of
what she eats or does every minute of the day,
so we're just trying to do our best with talking
about healthy eating and being active at home
S0 at least she understands what the choices
are. Actually, in her new school she buys her
own lunch, and normally chooses something
quite healthy — so maybe it is working!”
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Section 4: How to help your child feel good about their body

¢ Teach children that everyone deserves respect, whatever their body size,
shape or ability - this will help them not to worry about their own body too

e |f you talk about your child’s weight, let them know it’s because you want
them to grow well and be healthy, not to look a certain way

¢ Talk about the amazing things our bodies can do, regardless of size

¢ Avoid saying that your child or other people should do or wear certain
things because of their weight

e Praise your child for a variety of things so they know you love them for who
they are, not what they look like or only when they do well at something

¢ Talk to your child about what they see online, social media and on TV
— explain that lighting, make-up and photo-editing is used to make people
look different from how they are in real life.

e Children (and adults!) are more likely to keep doing things if they enjoy them
— try and help children notice the benefits of exercise, like fun, energy and
feeling good, and find the kinds they like the most.
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Section 4: How to help your child feel good about their body

“They know I’'m only teasing...”

Whether it is affectionately or playfully, teasing can still be hurtful
even if your child seems to laugh it off.

Encouraging children to enjoy healthy eating and being active
is more likely to work than teasing or punishing them.

“It looks a bit like that picture has been
photoshopped —what might have been changed?”

“I’m really looking forward to our walk at the
What could weekend—it keeps us healthy and feels great
to be outside!”

| say...?

“All bodies are different and that’s ok.”

“You’ve had a really busy day today, isn’t your
body amazing to keep you going with so much
energy?”

Talking to your child about health and weight 17
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Section 5: What is | am struggling with my own health and weight?

If I’'m not happy with my weight,
how can | help my child with theirs?

Many adults are unhappy or struggle with their weight. But whatever your weight,
you can still help your child to be healthy.

Your child’s experience will be different from your own—they may not feel the
same way as you do, or as you did as a child.

If you are trying to manage your own weight and health:

¢ talk about changes you make in terms of wanting to improve your health
and energy, and avoid talking about diets and dieting

e consider making changes for the whole family, showing that healthy eating
is normal and important for everyone, rather than eating different foods from
the rest of the family

e do physical activity that you enjoy - your children will see you enjoying activity,
rather than treating it as a chore and you’re more likely to keep going and
benefit yourself.

Talking to your child about health and weight 19
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1. Your child asks why you
are exercising (especially
if it’s new to you)

Try responses like:
“Why do you think I’'m exercising?”

Listen to your child’s answer and add
positive reasons to what they suggest.

“Because it makes me feel good/
relieves stress/ helps me to keep up
with you”

...and if you are doing it to help

manage your weight and health, and
want to tell your child this, how about:

“'m doing it to help me to be more
healthy and feel fitter”

2. Your child comments that
someone in the street or
on TV is “so fat!”

Try responses like:

“I guess he/she is larger than some
people, but everyone looks different”

“How do you think they would feel
if they heard you saying that?”

“Whatever their size they may be just
as clever/friendly as you are, and that’s
much more important than what they
look like”

Section 6: What could | say when...?

3. Your child says that
someone called them
fat in school

Try responses like:

“That sounds a bit unkind.
How do you feel about it?”

“It's not good to judge people on what
they look like — what really counts is
what you say and do - being kind and
friendly, like you are.”

“Do you want to talk about what you
could do if it happens again?”

Talk through ideas such as telling a
teacher, explaining that people say
unkind things when they’re feeling
bad, but it doesn’t make it true.

4. One of your children is
quite thin while the others
are not, and this leads them
to tease the thinner child,
especially at meal times.

Try responses like:

“It's unkind to tease people about what
they look like — it’s good that we look
different, or how would we know who’s
who?”

To the children doing the teasing:
“People grow at different rates, as long
as you are all active and healthy, that’s
what counts.”

“What do you think about having a
family rule that we won’t tease each
other about our size and how we look?
Any ideas of how we could do that?”

Talking to your child about health and weight




Section 6: What could | say when...?

5. You find out your child has
started following advice
they have found on social
media about dieting to stay
slim or lose weight.

Try responses like:

“I'm interested to hear about what
you’ve found online — can you tell
me what it's about?”

“What do you know about how much
we can trust what we see online?”
Explain that most of the information is
not written by medical professionals
and risks harming your health. “Would
you let me help you try and find some
websites that we could trust more?”

“A lot of what you see online isn’t written
by doctors, so we shouldn’t really trust
it. And | want to keep you safe”

6. Your child hears from a
professional that they are
“a bit heavy for their height”

Try responses like:

“People grow at different speeds, and
it’s hard for all of us to keep active
and eat healthily all the time. What do
you think we should do differently as a
family to keep on track?”

“The doctor/nurse said that you are

a bit heavy for your height, but what
do you think about that?” Explain that
you want to help you be healthy and
that now we know, we can make some
healthy changes. Ask your child what
changes they would like to try.

Talking to your child about health and weight

7. My child is always telling
me they are hungry, even
when we have plenty
to eat”

“I might not always give you a snack if |
know we’re going to have lunch or tea
soon, just so we get into good habits
of enjoying meals and eating healthy
things”

“It’s important to get the right vitamins
and so on when you’re growing up,
So if you do need snacks sometimes,
we just need to make sure they are
healthy ones.”

“Sometimes people think they’re
hungry, but they may just be bored,
thirsty or not feeling good. Do you
think that might be how you feel?”

If you are worried
about your child’s
eating, please
see Section 7 for
sources of support.




8. Your child is refusing to
eat, or is controlling their
eating very strictly.

Try responses like:

“Are you worried about eating at the
moment? How can | help?”

“Can you tell me a bit about why you
don’t want to eat much at the moment?”

“Sometimes when people are very
strict with what they eat they don’t get
all the vitamins and energy they need
to grow properly. I'm worried this might
be true for you—what do you think? ”

Details of who to contact for more help
are at the end of this document

Details of who to
contact for more
help are at the end
of this document.

. Your friend starts telling
you about their tough new
weight-loss diet, in front
of your child

Try responses like:

“l hope you don’t mind, but | prefer
not to talk about these things in front
of my child”

“I'm trying not to talk about dieting
in front of the kids. Would you mind
if we talked about this some other
time when they’re not here?”

Section 6: What could | say when...?

10. Your child has stopped
wanting to do PE or come
swimming and says it’s
because he/she doesn’t
like people seeing him/her
getting changed

“'m worried you’re missing out on fun
things because you don’t like people
seeing you getting changed. What
could | do to help, to make sure you
don’t miss out?”

“It's normal to be a bit embarrassed
getting changed when you are growing
quickly and changing a lot. Do you
think your friends are worried about
this too? What could you do to help
each other?”

“Are you worried about how you look?
Would you tell me about it in case |
can help?”

Talking to your child about health and weight
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Section 7: Links to further advice and information

The links below are to sites that provide reliable information — but please note
that as they are provided by other organisations so they may occasionally change
or become unavailable.

Tips and ideas for increasing your family’s activity
and healthy eating

www?2.hse.ie/conditions/childrens-weight/changes/ — this webpage gives lots of
tips for making healthy changes as a family, including prioritising sleep, eating meals
together, reducing screen time, and being physically active.

www?2.hse.ie/living-well/exercise/ — this webpage gives information on about
exercise and physical activity to help your child

If you have concerns about your child

If you are worried about your child’s weight, growth or development,
your GP should be able to offer guidance and support. You can access more
information on the HSE website at www2.hse.ie/conditions/childrens-weight/

If you are worried that your child may have an eating disorder, Bodywhys the
eating disorder charity (www.bodywhys.ie/) offers information and support.

If you are worried that your child is being bullied or may be bullying others, spunout
the youth information and support platform (https://spunout.ie/?s=Bullying) offers
advice for parents.

Being ‘media smart’

Be Media Smart (www.bemediasmart.ie/resources/). This site gives advice
to parents on how to help their children understand the messages they might
see on TV or online.

Resources to help support your child’s self esteem
and body image

Your Good Self (www.hse.ie/eng/services/list/2/primarycare/yourgoodself/)
has a list of resources for children and families to help take care of their emotional
wellbeing.

Self Esteem in Childhood from Infancy — 12 Years of Age (www.ispcc.ie/self-
esteem-in-children-from-infancy-12-years-of-age/) — this article gives advice to
parents from the ISPCC.
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