
 
How to Support a Loved One with an Eating Disorder 

 

 

Research shows that eating disorder sufferers are particularly prone to relapse during times of transition or change. 

It is important as family members and friends to recognize that for most sufferers, their eating disorder is their 

stability. When there is change or when things fall apart, this is one thing they can count on. The eating disorder is 

often referred to as their lifeline or life preserver. Change can cause our loved ones to hold on even tighter to their 

life preserver. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What types of transitions or change may our loved ones be experiencing? 

 Change in their meal plan 

 Going off to college for the first time 

 Returning to school, either college or middle/high, after being off for the summer or winter break 

 Stepping down to a lower level of care in treatment 

 Changing treatment team members for various reasons 

 Friendship changes or losses 

 Starting a new job 

 Weather changes which bring about clothing changes 

 Loss of a loved one 

 Divorce or separation of parents 

 Friends leaving for college while they are not 



What can we do to help support our loved ones during times of change or transition? 

 Recognize and validate the changes your loved one is experiencing and how challenging this must be for 

them. 

 Remind them of what remains consistent in their lives during this time. It may be that they are returning to 

school after being off for the summer. Reminding them that they are going back to the same school, with 

their same group of supportive friends, and that they will have their same treatment team supporting them 

during this transition. Often times, our loved ones think in what we refer to as “black or white thinking”. So 

one change in their lives may cause them to think that everything must be changing. 

 Help your loved one identify a grounding object. A grounding object can help someone find a sense of 

control and safety. These are items that help comfort you and remind you that you are in the present. 

Examples of grounding objects are a stuffed animal, an index card with a comforting quote, or a piece of 

jewelry with special meaning, even a blanket. If the grounding object is small, your loved one can carry it 

with them throughout their day. 

 Plan ahead with your Certified Eating Disorder Registered Dietitian around food challenges that may be 

brought about by the change being experienced. Will there be new foods available that will be difficult to 

choose? Who can be of meal support during this time? I often remind my clients that when things around 

them are changing, their meal plan may be one thing that is staying consistent that they can count on.  

 Ensure there are transitional teleconferences with all team members when changing levels of care. If 

your loved one is stepping up or stepping down in treatment levels, it is crucial for all team members to 

collaborate before, during, and after this change. This will also help your loved one feel more supported and 

trust that everyone is on the same page. 

 Talk with your loved one about previous times of change or transition where things went well. This will help 

boost their confidence in the idea of change for the change that is coming ahead.  

 Remind your loved one that building skills, strength, and resilience during times of change and transition is 

a healthy life skill that will serve them well in their future. 

 

 

Remember that for most of our loved ones struggling with an eating disorder, change brings about high levels of fear 

and anxiety. Look ahead with your loved one for changes that may be coming. Set up additional appointments with 

team members during these times. After these difficult times have passed, sit down with your family member or 

loved one and recognize together what went well, and what can be done next time to continue to support them the 

best way possible. 

  

 

 

If you or a loved one is struggling with an eating disorder and is ready to take the next step in seeking help 

for their recovery, contact 301-474-2499 to learn more about our program or to schedule an appointment.  

 


