
Parent/Carer Disordered 

Eating Toolkit 

A resource for parents & carers to help support 
their child or young person to understand and 
manage disordered eating. 

STEP (Swindon) 

The Base 

Lyndhurst Crescent 

Swindon 

SN3 2RW 

Phone: 01793 209180 

Email: 

stepswindon1@outlook.com 



What is disordered eating? 

Disordered eating is when an individual has a difficult or unusual relationship with food and eating. This 
may be as a result of generalised anxiety or because of a medical condition that affects either appetite or 
the mechanics of eating. Sometimes an individual with disordered eating may have something called an 
eating disorder but disordered eating can relate to atypical patterns of eating that don’t meet the criteria 
for an eating disorder.  

 

Beat UK says “Eating disorders are mental illnesses. They aren’t the same as changing your diet – they 
can take over someone’s life and the lives of those around them. While unhealthy eating behaviour is in-
volved, they aren’t all about food. We don’t know for sure why people develop eating disorders, but for 
some people they are about feeling in control or coping with something else. People with eating disor-
ders are often secretive about their eating and may feel guilty and ashamed. All eating disorders are very 
serious, and everyone who has one deserves care and support. The good news is that recovery is possi-
ble”. 

 

About this toolkit 

This toolkit is designed to help parents and carers of young people who may be experiencing disordered 
eating or have been diagnosed with an eating disorder. It is in no way a replacement for medical support 
and guidance and parents / carers should always contact a health professional if they have concerns 
about a young person and their relationship with food.  

 

 

  



Different types of eating disorders  

(The following information is taken from the Beat eating disorder website. Beat are the UK charity for help 

and support with eating disorders in the UK). 

 

WHAT IS ANOREXIA?  

People with anorexia may restrict (eating very little food) or binge (eating lots of food all at once and feel-

ing that this is out of control) and then exercise or make themselves sick to try and get rid of the food they 

have eaten. Someone with anorexia is likely to be a lower weight than expected for their age and height. 

Signs may include:  

• Worry about gaining weight.  

• Not seeing their body the way you do.  

• Being secretive about their eating.  

• Doing lots of extra exercise.  

• Feeling dizzy or faint.  

• Wearing baggy clothes to hide their body shape.  

• Feeling cold.  

• Isolating themselves from others.  

Learn more at beateatingdisorders.org.uk/anorexia  

 

 

 



WHAT IS ARFID?  
 
ARFID stands for Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder, where someone avoids certain foods or limits 
how much they eat. This can be for a number of reasons, for example, they might be sensitive to certain 
tastes or textures, have had a bad experience with food, or not be interested in eating due to other rea-
sons. These behaviours might impact someone’s social, personal, or work life. Unlike other eating disor-
ders, it is not related to worries about weight or shape.  
 
Signs may include:  
 
• Eating a range of foods, but less than is needed to stay healthy.  

• Taking a long time over mealtimes.  

• Trying to avoid social events where there might be food.  

• Feeling anxious at mealtimes, for example, people might chew very carefully or take small sips and 

bites.  

• People may not be getting the nutrients their body needs, and so may develop deficiencies.  

 
Learn more at beateatingdisorders.org.uk/ARFID  
 
 



WHAT IS BINGE EATING DISORDER?  

People with binge eating disorder may ‘binge’ on a regular basis. Bingeing isn’t just eating a bit more than 

usual, it involves eating large amounts of food, or what someone feels is a large amount. People may eat 

faster than they usually do, or until they are uncomfortably full. People feel out of control when bingeing, 

and often say that it is difficult to stop. Binges might be planned in advance or happen in the moment, 

and usually happen in secret. Someone might feel “better” while bingeing, but afterwards they’ll feel 

guilty and anxious about what has just happened. Their way to cope with this may be to plan their next 

binge.  

Signs may include:  

• Eating in secret.  

• Hiding food packaging.  

• Gaining weight.  

• Spending lots of money on food.  

• Self-conscious about eating in front of others.  

• Loss of confidence and low self-esteem.  

• Isolating themselves from others.  

Learn more at beateatingdisorders.org.uk/bed  

 

 



WHAT IS BULIMIA?  

People with bulimia may binge (eating lots of food at once and feeling that this out of control) and then 

purge. This is when they make themselves sick, exercise excessively, or take laxatives because they feel 

guilty about what they’ve eaten, worry about their bingeing, or because their stomach is so painful. 

Often someone with bulimia will stay a “normal” weight, which can make it hard to spot.  

Signs may include:  

• Secrecy around food.  

• Exercising lots more than usual.  

• Going to the toilet after meals.  

• Isolating themselves from others.  

• Poor skin.  

• Scars on fingers, knuckles, or backs of hands, and bad breath from being sick.  

• Feeling bad about their body image.  

• Possible changes in weight  

Learn more at beateatingdisorders.org.uk/bulimia  

 

 



WHAT IS OSFED?  

OSFED stands for Other Specified Feeding or Eating Disorder. If someone is diagnosed with OSFED it 
means that their symptoms don’t quite fit with what doctors expect of anorexia, bulimia, or binge eating 
disorder, though it is just as serious. OSFED is an umbrella term, and so people may also be diagnosed 
with a subtype of the condition.  

Signs can include any of those mentioned previously.  

Learn more at beateatingdisorders.org.uk/osfed  

 

 



Getting help 

 

If you suspect your young person is struggling with their relationship with food, 

 

• Speak to them.  Make sure the conversation takes place where and when they feel safe and com-

fortable. Avoid making them feel trapped and unable to escape if they begin to feel overwhelmed.  

Start the conversation from a place of concern; make sure that the young person is aware that you 

are not judging them or criticising their behaviours.  

 

• Explain calmly what you have seen and how this makes you worried about them. Make sure they 

have time to respond, do not rush a response and give them time to process what you have said.  

 

• Let them respond and speak freely without interruption. Do not prompt them or try to speak for 

them. Once they are done speaking, reassure them that you love them and are there to support 

and help them. It’s ok to admit that you don’t know all the answers but tell them you can work to-

gether to figure things out and find someone who can help.  

 

Be aware that your young person may not be willing to talk about things at first. They may become defen-

sive or even angry to begin with and this is ok. They may be scared to admit they are struggling or fearful 

that you (and others) will try to change or stop behaviours that they feel are necessary due to their disor-

dered feelings about food and / or their appearance.  

They may feel that they will have to relinquish some control they feel they have over their eating and this 

can be frightening. Your young person may also deny that there is an issue at all. They may believe there 

is no problem with the ways they are behaving and thinking, and may feel insulted by what you have said. 

They may also deny the problem as a way of continuing in the way they have been doing, and use it as a 

way to stop you from talking about things or ‘interfering’. These are normal responses and, although they 

may be upsetting for you, it is important not to force the issue as this may break down communication 

between you altogether.  

• Give them time to process the information you have given them and revisit the subject with them 

again at a later time (maybe the next day), making sure you choose your time and location as be-

fore. Make it clear to your young person that you are available to them and they can speak to you 

at any time. They may approach you once they have calmed down and had a chance to think about 

what has been said. It may be useful to give the young person tools to research disordered eating 

themselves. Caution should be used when using the internet to research this as there is a lot of mis-

information and pro-eating disorder content online.  

 

• Signpost your young person to the Beat eating disorder website as this is a recognised and trusted 

source of support and information.  

 

 

 



Seeing a GP - the first step to getting help 

 

If your young person agrees they have an issue, or would like to explore this further, then the first 

thing to do is to make an appointment for them to see their doctor. You should attend this with them 

(unless they specifically say they do not want you to).  

The doctor may carry out a physical exam such as measuring weight and height, taking blood pres-

sure / oxygen levels and listening to their chest.  

It is important to tell the doctor all your concerns and make sure they have all the information about 

what you are worried about. It may be helpful to make some notes beforehand to take to the appoint-

ment. Your GP must listen to your concerns and take them seriously regardless of whether your young 

person is underweight or not, or voices anything themselves. 

You can seek out a second opinion from another GP if you feel it is needed. Make sure you advocate 

for your young person and that they are listened to and understood.  

Your GP should make a referral to an appropriate service to help your young person. This may be 

CAMHS or BeU Swindon (or another service within the NHS).  

They should also provide you with information about steps you can take to help at home.  

 

If your young person refuses to see their GP, you can make an appointment to see them on their be-

half to get help and advice for yourself and your family until they are ready to access support directly.  



Included in this toolkit are some resources that you can 

work through with your young person if they feel happy 

and comfortable in doing so.  

Depending on what stage of their journey they are in, they 

may want to try to complete them or they may not be 

ready to and that’s ok.  

You can try one or all of them, and revisit them at any time 

to try them again. 

Resource Section 



Use this sheet to help your child identify their feelings and emotions. 

















Sources of Support 

Online Support—The following organisations can provide advice and guidance for children and young 
people and many offer advice and for parents/carers. 

 

Beat eating disorders - the UK charity for eating disorders: https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/ 

Young Minds - https://www.youngminds.org.uk/young-person/my-feelings/eating-problems/ 

NHS England - https://www.england.nhs.uk/mental-health/cyp/eating-disorders/ 

Nott Alone -  https://nottalone.org.uk/yp/eating-disorders/?a=yp 

Childline - https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/your-feelings/eating-problems/ 

BUPA - https://www.bupa.co.uk/newsroom/ourviews/children-eating-difficulties 

Friends of STEP Facebook Page - Here you can find useful resources covering a variety of topics  

https://www.facebook.com/FriendsOfStep/ 

 

 

Support in Swindon  

BeU Swindon - FREE Early Mental Health and Emotional Wellbeing Support Service: https://

beuswindon.co.uk/ 

On Trak Swindon - On Trak is a counselling service for young people aged 14- 19 living in the borough of 

Swindon who, at the time of referral, are experiencing mental health problems that are likely to respond 

positively to 'talk-based' therapies. Referrals need to be made by a professional who works with the 

young person.  

IPSUM - Music and art therapy for young people: https://www.ipsum.care/  

https://www.facebook.com/FriendsOfStep/?eid=ARDlaj1Iy5c2chjMzX3fd5RJtKWDOd3vlHas8pWlhdxvf3MG3LpO451RN6Jci6hA6Ka7kO_tlsKy45W3

