	Ideas for parents for supporting children with an eating disorder




Introduction
Approximately 1.25 million people in the UK have an eating disorder, however when we also look at carers it is estimated over 4 million people are affected by eating disorders.
Eating disorders are a serious mental illness; where the child is using food, their weight or shape;
· to block out or control difficult thoughts
· as a means of coping with, or expressing emotion
· it’s their coping mechanism to manage day to day. 
· CONTROL

The three main eating disorders are anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorder. 
Many eating disorders develop during adolescence, however anyone at any age can develop an eating disorder. It is estimated that approximately 20/25 % of sufferers are boys and men. 
Supporting a child with an eating disorder can be a difficult journey for a parent/carer and we hope that this course equips you with some strategies to support your child.
warning signs
As a parent/carer it can be helpful to know some of the warning signs of an eating disorder; remember you know your child best so any changes in their behaviour that are not what you would have seen previously could be subtle warning signs. 
Eating disorders have been described as ‘the secret illness’, as we may not notice the very early warning signs of the illness.
COVID and the pandemic has been described as creating the perfect storm, where for some children and young people they have found, with so much uncertainty and change, that this has either exacerbated their eating disorder or developed it during the last few months.

Warning signs include: 
· Skipping meals
· Making excuses for not having meals with the family
· Snappy and irritable
· Going to the toilet straight after meals
· Weight loss
· Being tired and fatigued
· Loss of confidence and an increase in self-doubt
· Withdrawing from family
· Tearful and upset

5 tips to support
The most important thing is talking to your child if you are worried. You might want to say to your child “You don’t seem yourself at the moment”. 
5 tips to support your child:
1. Before you talk to your child think about what you want to say. Having a better understanding of an eating disorder can be really helpful. It may be helpful to plan and practice what you want to say and when. 

2. Choose a safe place for you and your child. Side-ways listening can be really helpful; “let’s walk and talk”. Children can find it difficult to express how they are feeling and may find it easier when there is less eye-contact and they are doing an activity, for example going for a short walk and talking through what is going on for them.


3. Use active listening; if we are pre-occupied and our minds are busy it can be hard to hear what our child is saying. Let your child do most of the talking. Ask open questions where you encourage your child to talk, you reflect back what you have heard and give words of encouragement to go on and don’t forget to validate their feelings; “it sounds like this is a really difficult time for you and I am here for you”.

4. Reassure your child that you are there for them and that you want to support them, care out loud and let your child know that you want to support them. 


5. Remember not to ‘go it alone’.  As a parent it can feel a lonely and isolating place supporting your child with an eating disorder. Speak to your child’s school, your GP and access the support of the Beat helpline or carers groups so that you can access support to support your child. I hear so many times from parents that they feel worried, anxious and alone and once they have connected with others going through similar journeys they feel less isolated and gain so much from peer support.

The BLAST approach
The BLAST approach from Beat is a really helpful approach children and young people can use if they are struggling with an eating disorder and as a parent/carer it can be helpful to encourage your child if they notice any of the following what they could think about doing to manage their mental and physical health.  Gemma will guide you through using the BLAST approach and what suggestions we could offer to our child if they are feeling 
Bored
Lonely
Angry
Stressed
Tired 
looking after yourself
Have you heard of the saying you can’t pour from an empty cup? 
Caring for someone with an ED can be both stressful and difficult.
A stressed carer is a less effective carer. 
· ‘Good Enough Caring’
· A key skill is to be able to role model “It’s ok to make mistakes”
· Prof Janet Treasure: “Every mistake is a treasure”

Make time to look after yourself; this may be going for a walk each day on your own, catching up with other family members, spending time with your child where the focus isn’t around the eating disorder. Practice mindfulness. Make sure you get enough sleep. 

finally
We hope you have found the course helpful.
Remember if you are worried about your child speak to your GP.
Most children do get better from an eating disorder; with the right support they can learn healthy ways to manage feelings and emotions.
As a parent you play a valuable role in supporting your child; be kind to yourself and practice self-compassion.


Access our courses
You can see all our on demand courses here and all our learn live courses here.  To book a tailored walkthrough of our website and to get your whole staff team 4 weeks’ free access to trial the site, you can book a slot here, or give us a call on 020 8680 4077 to discuss your needs. 
Further resources
Skills based caring for a loved one with an eating disorder
www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk
The Healthy coping and colouring book
Ed says U said Eating Disorder Translator June Alexander and Cate Sangster 
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