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Introduction:

Your beautiful child comes home 
telling you they have been called 
“fat” by some kids in the play 
ground. It tears at your heart as 
you can see their confusion and 
pain but are powerless to do 
much about it. You may know 
what this feels like from first-hand 
experience, or it may never have 
happened to you as your child 
may have inherited their body 
shape from a different part of the 
family.

Either way it’s a problem, and how 
you deal with it may decide how 
your child feels, and acts, around 
food or their body for the rest of 
their life. In fact, depending on 
your relationship with food they 
may already have a few ideas of 
how to deal with the problem- 
some helpful and others not.

Your beautiful child comes home telling you 

they have been called “fat” by some kids 

in the play ground. It tears at your heart as 

you can see their confusion and pain.
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This is a pivotal time in a child’s life, as it is right now they will learn what they 
think of their body, and possibly themselves, and it will shape how they move 
forward. There are two ends of the continuum:

1. Where they learn their body shape doesn’t meet the ‘desired’ 
shape and start to move away from physical activity as it is a 

reminder their body isn’t like their peers. Depending on the sort of help 
and support they get at home, they may start dieting or restricting 
food and gradually learn they have a problem, which may or may not 
be shared by others in their family, and that they are different from 
what is accepted- this becomes their focus.

2. Where they learn their body shape doesn’t meet the desired 
shape, however, they are taught to appreciate its strengths and 

continue to involve themselves in physical activity that allows them 
to make the most of those strengths. They are not treated as any 
differently in their family (regardless of whether they are or not) and 
the family continue to eat well, most of the time, without making a 
big fuss around food. This child grows to embrace and focus on their 
strengths regardless of their appearance, and has fewer struggles with 
life and weight as a result.

The critical pieces here are:

•• The child is not made to feel different; the family eats and is physically 
active as a cohesive unit where no one is singled out.

•• The child understands that everybody has strengths, weaknesses 
and things that don’t fit with the ‘accepted idea of perfect’ and is 
encouraged to focus on their strengths, and strive toward the things 
they want to achieve in life.

•• Food and body weight are not made big issues and everyone enjoys 
‘extra’ foods on occasion without it being a big deal.
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How Parents May Try to Help:

It may be tempting to explain metabolism 
or inherited body shape. I’ve heard so many 
people say they have their great grandma’s 
body shape. This was pointed out to them 
by well-meaning parents at some point in 
their development- however, this implies an 
end point that people have less control over, 
and it also puts them in a certain category 
which may be perceived as undesirable. It 
may provide understanding, but it’s not that 
helpful.

A helpful option to try is to provide a 
comparison of two successful people. 
For example the American tennis player 
Serena Williams and other players with their 
amazing power and strength compared 
to a jockey or someone in between like 
swimmers or gymnasts... It could also be 
a comparison of sports where some you 
need strength – shot put, discus, sprinting 
and some you need agility netball, football 
and some height is an advantage like 
basketball and rowing. The point being, that 
to be successful in sport there is strength, 
benefits and limitations in every body 
type. This conversation gets kids to start 
thinking about different body types and the 
advantages and disadvantages of any body 
type.

The comparison could also be about 
successful business people or people 
who you know that your child admires. 
Emphasise that body shape does not 
impact the type of person you become 
(unless you let it). Even though you may 

know your body shape has impacted your 
self-esteem, and choices in life, it is not 
helpful for your child to have this dose 
of your reality. Imagine if someone had 
encouraged you to focus on the things you 
were good at instead of worrying about 
your body shape. 

There is a saying that ‘we are the sum of 
our most dominant thoughts’. If your most 
dominant thoughts were of how you didn’t 
fit in and weren’t good enough your future 
would look very different to a person who 
was encouraged to focus on how smart 
or compassionate, or kind, or what a great 
friend they were.
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CASE STUDY: A number of years ago a 12-year-old girl, who was concerned about her 
weight, came in to see me with her mother. She also had spina bifida, in her case this 
meant she could walk but did have a limp. Her mother remains the most unsupportive 
parent I have ever come across. While I was discussing the need for a whole family 
approach, she replied ‘There’s nothing wrong with her brothers so I can’t see its fair 
making them miss out’. When I was suggesting she help her daughter by going for 
walks together, she answered ‘I’m 40 — I’m too old to walk’. When discussing sports the 
girl might like to try, the mother reminded her of how unsuccessful she had been in the 
past. Her concluding remark was ‘She will just have to do this herself and only eat the 
healthy food in the house.’ I often wonder how things turned out for that young woman.

The next inclination to assist is to help 
your child to understand basic nutrition 
and what’s good for them and hoping with 
their new knowledge they will naturally 
only choose good food. It’s a nice thought, 
however, they are kids and when given 
the choice most will not choose the 
healthy options, even though they know 
it’s good for them. This then leads to 
disappointment from parents and a sense 
of guilt or hopelessness from the child as 
they realise they are disappointing their 
parents and making their “problem” worse. 
If your child feels this way they may start 
to sneak food they know they shouldn’t eat 
so you can’t see them disappointing you.

The other thing that a discussion of 
healthy foods may do is start to give the 
child the idea of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ foods. 
The problem is, they may not like the good 
foods and may prefer the bad foods. This 
leads to the idea that healthy eating is a 
chore and that ‘bad’ foods are something 
to put on a pedestal- highly desirable, 
but not something they should enjoy….
confusing. Perhaps leading to the type of 
thinking I hear often from adults, ‘I just like 
food and eating too much’, said like it is a 

bad thing. It is not helpful to think enjoying 
food is bad.

The problem is, even if you are the most 
supportive parent, kids don’t want to be 
different from their peers, or other members 
of their family, and they don’t want to 
always be eating healthy food. Having an 
expectation, that because they are getting 
teased by other kids, this means they will 
actively only want to eat “healthy” food, 
you can set up unrealistic expectations 
and extraordinary desire for the food they 
are “not supposed” to have and hence the 
battle with food and body shape begins.

With today’s focus on avoiding sugar it is 
easy to think that healthy eating is simply 
avoiding everything less healthy that 
contains sugar. However, kids have a natural 
preference for sweet foods, so this creates 
a problem. The other issue is that sweet 
foods do exist and thinking that your child 
wont’ want them because you ban them is 
quite short sighted. The idea is to create a 
balance between everyday and sometimes 
foods and teach your child how, when and 
how much sometimes food to eat without 
becoming obsessive…it’s tricky.
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If I knew then what I know now...

So many of my clients thought they were 
overweight when they were young, however, 
they look back at photos of themselves and 
say, “I wish I looked like that now and that 
I had stressed less and enjoyed my body 
back then.” 

But what happened was they started dieting 
when they were young and had an on again 

off again relationship with healthy eating 
and dieting. Some weight loss success, but 
likely more failures, which led to weight gain 
and general dissatisfaction and unhappiness 
around food and their body. They stopped 
being physically active for the joy of 
movement and started to be active for the 
weight loss effect, or they stopped being 
active altogether out of embarrassment.
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The goal is to help your child to focus 
on their strengths with physical activity. 
It’s okay if you or your child don’t like 
competitive sport, it is simply important 
that we all keep moving. It’s about 
opportunities for individual and family 
activity; keep yourself and your child 
moving. If a child, particularly in Australia, 
has success, or at least involvement, and a 
skill base in a sport or other activity they 

remain confident around their peers to be 
physically active. When you are confident 
at a basic skill level you may be more 
inclined to keep participating; if you know, 
‘you are hopeless’, you may be less likely 
to participate. Ultimately, if your child, or 
indeed your family, isn’t ‘sporty’, that’s okay, 
just find something active that you do enjoy 
doing…keep physical activity fun.

The goal is to help your child to focus on their 

strengths with physical activity. It’s okay if you 

or your child don’t like competitive sport,
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The buck stops with you...

As the parent you have the ultimate say 
about what your child eats, how often they 
have less healthy food as well as how much 
and when. It is up to you to provide healthy 
food and to teach and guide your child 
when to eat, what to eat, how much to eat, 
how much time they spend on screens and 
when they go to bed. All of these things 
impact your child’s health. You can’t expect 
your child to choose the “healthy” option 
just because they are being teased. Do you 
always do what you are “supposed” to do?

You also determine, via role modelling, how 
to get through a crisis; is it with food, or is it 
with talking, or walking, or something else? 
How were you taught to deal with stress? 
Were you given sweet food if you hurt 
yourself? This is how emotional eating starts 
and it’s a tricky habit to break as an adult, 
easier not to start in the first place and you 
can help your kids with that.

It’s not about nutrition knowledge and it’s 
definitely not about helping your child focus 
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It reminds me of a story a friend of mine 
was telling about her daughter who was 
contemplating a change in her career. The 
mother was encouraging her daughter 
to take the leap, saying “Haven’t I always 
encouraged you to live your dreams?” and 
the daughter replied, “Yes, you always said 
that but you never did it.”

on weight loss, it’s about how you deal with 
your own health, eating and body image 
that will have the greatest impact on how 
your child moves forward. Talk is cheap. 
I have been guilty of saying to my kids, 
‘I’m really impatient on the road, don’t be 
like me.’ I’m still hopeful they won’t get as 
impatient, but it they do, I know I’m the one 
to blame.

It’s about how you deal with your own 

health, eating and body image that will 

have the greatest impact on how your 

child moves forward
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What does help?

It is helpful to talk to your child about body 
image and the things the media do to make 
models look “perfect”, and it’s also useful 
to teach them that the “in” body shape is 
often changing. In my lifetime it has gone 
from curvaceous to thin and is now moving 
back to curvaceous. A report I read recently 
stated that bum enhancement surgery is 

on the rise thanks to the popularity of the 
Kardashians. The point for your child, and 
possibly for yourself, being that no one can 
always have the “it” figure as it’s too hard 
to keep up with. Remind your child again 
of amazingly strong and successful people 
that have never had the “it” body shape but 
are looked up to regardless.

It is helpful to talk to your child about body 

image and the things the media do to make 

models look “perfect”
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Activity:

Help your child understand why they 
choose their friends and why they think 
their friends choose them. Is it about how 
they look? Share with your child why you 
choose your friends, what qualities do you 
love and tell your child what qualities you 
love in them- make them understand that 
no one chooses their friends on the basis of 
what they look like.

Ultimately it’s how you, the parent, deal 
with the situation that matters, and your 
ability to do this will be affected by your 
own past dieting experiences, body image 
and relationship with food. The idea of your 
child having a safe space is more important 
than ever. With social media, kids are being 
bombarded with perfection on a regular 
basis, it’s important they are accepted just 
the way they are, particularly at home. 
Body image has been a top 3 concern 
for adolescents for the past 5-10 years, 
and poor body image can be a risk factor 
for eating disorders; being able to help 
your child deal with this is becoming very 
important. 

Helping your child keep a positive body 
image: (excerpt from Diet Proof your Kids)

•• Avoid commenting or criticising 
anyone’s appearance. The more you 
talk about ‘looks’ the more important 
you make them. 

•• Help your child to challenge beauty 
ideals in the media, for males and 
females, through open, non-judgemental 
discussion. Celebrities are people too. 

•• Avoid rigid, restrictive fad diets and 
extreme or excessive exercise.Diets don’t 
work.

•• Avoid criticising or commenting nega-
tively about your body and appearance 
in front of your child, or others.

•• Celebrate the functionality of your body 
by focusing on what it does rather than 
how it looks. 

•• A healthy, fit and beautiful body comes 
in a variety of shapes and sizes.

•• Be active and move your body to be 
healthy and strong, rather than to be 
thin or muscular. 

•• Aim to demonstrate self-pride over self-
obsession. 

•• Practise body gratitude. 

•• Admire the beauty and body shape of 
others instead of comparing ourselves. 

•• Rather than focusing on physical 
attributes in people, focus on strengths 
talents and inner qualities.

•• If you must talk about appearances, be 
mindful of your language. 

•• Respect diversity in body shape, appear-
ance and ethnicity. Value yourself as a 
whole person not just a physical thing.
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Appendix

Consider this scale and pinpoint where your focus lies and how this impacts your 
own progress with health and weight, and possibly life, but also the attitudes you 
inadvertently pass on to your children:

Role Models

Your Attitude Your Focus Impact on kids

Destiny Purpose Inspired

Direction Action Unencumbered

 NEW LEARNING & DECISIONS 

Determined Outcome Accepting

Desire Environment Plagued

Demotivated Barriers Uninspired

Demoralised History Defeated

If you have suffered a similar problem with peers teasing you because of your 
body shape, or well- meaning family constantly commenting how concerned 
they are about your weight, then you may find yourself on the bottom left of 
the model.

If you struggle with dieting, weight and body 

image it may help to understand the impact 

this could have on your kids.
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If you are demoralised or demotivated as 
a result of your effort and experiences with 
weight, health or life it’s likely your focus 
is on your past failures and the things that 
get in your way now. You may have small 
successes with dieting, but as with all diets 
your weight invariably comes back on, so 
you find yourself in a pretty bad place as 
far as your health, weight and happiness 
with your body shape are concerned. The 
big problem is you have probably felt like 
this your entire life and this has shaped 
your choices and options in many ways. 
Flowing on from this is the impact it has 
on your children, particularly if they have 
inherited your body type and are beginning 
to be teased. If you feel demoralised 
and demotivated it’s likely they will feel 
defeated. The younger child may enjoy 
the fact they are the same as their parent, 
particularly a same sex parent, feeling 
closeness and an extra bond and also 
they may not have taken on board or fully 
understand the teasing from their peers 
(which would be great if it stayed that way). 
However, if they see you are unhappy with 

your body and restrict food they come to 
learn, by watching you, that they are not 
okay either.

It’s likely, if you are not happy with your 
body, that you will often be on diets or 
thinking about what you ‘should’ be doing. 
You desire to make changes in your life but 
everything in your environment conspires 
against you- you don’t have time, the 
weather isn’t great, you are feeling stressed 
or depressed- when things are better or 
different you will be able to make some 
changes. In the meantime you remain 
slightly frustrated, annoyed yet accepting 
of your situation. As your child gets older, 
watching you in this endless battle but 
ultimately accepting your situation, they 
become plagued by the idea that they want 
to change however are powerless to create 
a different situation for themselves.

Then comes those people who are 
constantly looking for the next fad that 
will help them to lose the weight once and 
for all. With this comes the usual problems 
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associated with dieting; some success but 
mostly failures as both the behaviours 
and attitude that exist around diets are 
not sustainable. The major focus is on 
weight loss, however, the more helpful 
focus is on the benefits of the healthy 
changes you are making rather than the 
expectation of weight loss. You, as the 
parent, are determined to make this the 
diet that works, but your child is watching 
and learning that this is how it’s done and 
accepts that dieting and struggling with 
weight and body dissatisfaction are normal 
and expected. They accept that dieting is 
how you deal with a weight problem.

In order to break through to the top side 
of the model and create a happier life for 
yourself and be an improved role model for 
your kids you need to unlearn what you know 
about yourself, about food and sometimes, 
many of the things you were shown as a child 
by your well-meaning parents.

Focussing on barriers and past failures and 
only on weight will never get you to where 
you desire to be. Instead the focus needs 
to be on action (what are you going to do 
about it) and the reason why you want to 
be healthy and feel better about yourself 
(why would you want to change anyway?).

The biggest issue in the current 
environment is the amount of information 
around about what healthy eating actually 
is. The more you look, the more conflicting 
information you will find. An unhelpful 
consequence of this is people attempting to 
remove all less healthy food from their diet 
and the diet of their kids. This sounds great 
in theory however, kids need to be taught 

how to use this type of food, not taught to 
pretend it doesn’t exist or that they don’t 
like it. This creates children who tend to 
overeat these banned foods when they do 
get the chance, and does nothing to help 
develop self-regulation skills.

Once you decide to let go of the diets along 
with your past failures and all the things in 
your environment that stop you achieving 
and simply start planning what you will do 
and reminding yourself of why you want to 
change you will start to notice some changes 
in yourself. You will start to feel proud of 
your action and empowered to continue and 
your kids will start to see that if you have no 
problems with food, then nor do they. They 
are unencumbered by your hang ups and 
can start their life with a clean slate rather 
than one smudged by your past history.

When you start to live with your purpose 
in mind, by being a great person, caring 
for others, curing cancer or being the best 
parent you can be, you begin to feel closer 
to being fulfilled and your child is inspired 
to live out their dreams.
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Conclusion:

A word of warning: no picture is always this 
rosy! It’s naïve to think that change doesn’t 
come with learnings and set -backs but 
ultimately if you are focussed on action and 
know why you want to be healthier you will 
be a great role model despite the set-backs, 
maybe even because of them.

The most important thing here is to have 
your child move away from the focus being 
on “fat” and put it onto their strengths and 

reinforcing the things that matter more in 
life than what you look like. The goal is to 
keep your child interested in life by giving 
attention to the things they are good at and 
continuing to participate in physical activity, 
not focus on the source of ridicule. If your 
child never goes on a diet and always keeps 
physically active they will maintain a healthy 
weight and lifestyle without the hang-ups 
and go on to achieve the amazing things 
they were meant to.
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Lisa Renn is an Accredited 
Nutritionist with over 15 years’ 
experience helping people to 
discover the guilt free healthy 
lifestyle to be had beyond 
dieting. The focus of Lisa’s 
programs is around helping 
parents to understand how 
their own habits and attitudes 
toward food and their body 
greatly impacts on their kids. Depending 
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on a restrictive diet will also very much 
determine your long term success. Dieting 
is a predictor of future weight gain and if 
you are teaching your kids how to diet you 
are signing them up for the same unhappy 
relationship that you may have around food 
and your body. It may be that you manage 
your weight but are concerned about your 
child’s weight. There is definitely a right and 
wrong way to approach this. 

Lisa is a media spokesperson for the 
Dietitian’s Association of Australia 
regularly providing expert commentary 
on radio, print media and TV. Her recently 
released book “Diet Proof your Kids” 
is aimed at helping parents create a 
new relationship with food and to help 
understand the little things we do and 
say everyday can impact our kids and set 

them up for a lifetime of 
dissatisfaction. Lisa’s first 
book, “Body Warfare- The 
Secret To Permanent Weight 
Loss,” is a how-to book 
for creating healthy habits 
and kicking unhelpful ones 
and has been described 
by readers as their “bible” 
when it comes to staying 

on track with weight loss. Lisa is also an 
accomplished speaker and is training 
health professionals to use her strategies 
to better assist their clients.

If you would like some assistance 
raising happy, healthy kids 
please connect with me.

Email: lisa@bodywarfare.com.au
Website: www.dietproofyourkids.com.au
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/
pages/Lisa-Renn/837166659711814 
Linked In: Lisa Renn
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