Childhood Obesity:  It’s a Big Deal!
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Counseling Tips
When talking with children about obesity, it is important to keep the following tips in mind:

· Don’t be judgmental!  Kids get enough of this from their peers.  It is important to be aware that the subject is very sensitive and the manner in which it is relayed to a child can either be encouraging or devastating.  Try to place yourself in a child’s shoes and think back to how you felt at their age when scolded about a problem.  Yelling or scolding simply will not work and may actually increase the problem.

· Allow a child some decision-making power.  Children feel good about themselves when they feel like they are in control.  Allow children to make some decisions regarding food choices.  Help them by educating them first on the healthier choices, and then allow them to choose on their own.  They won’t always choose the healthiest foods, but at least they are getting a boost in self-esteem.
· Do not completely restrict certain foods.  Entirely eliminating foods from a child’s diet may lead to feelings of deprivation and can actually worsen disordered eating symptoms.

· Focus on health rather than weight.  Too much attention is focused today on image.  Children often feel that they are held to a nearly unachievable body image.  By taking the focus off of image and placing it on health instead, you are encouraging positive thinking skills and positive self-esteem.

· Never mention weight.  Talk instead about going for a walk or exercising because it makes you feel good or is good for your heart.  Negative talk (“You’re heavy” or “you’re fat”) breeds just that—more negativity.

· Watch what you say about yourself or others around kids.  By talking negatively about yourself, about others, or about certain foods, you encourage the thinking that this is acceptable.  Kids are sponges and will pick up on your behavior and words.  Choose your words and actions carefully to foster good habits in the children around you.
· Encourage activities that are not embarrassing and that are not too difficult.  If you choose to make a child run for good health, and that child hates to run, you will both be disappointed.  Again, here is a good opportunity to allow a child to make his or her own decisions within some general guidelines, of course.
Role-Playing Scenarios

· Ineffective Conversation
· Counselor/Teacher/Parent:  Hi David.  You’ve gained too much weight over the last few months.  You need to start eating better and exercising to be healthier.  I want you to eat more fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, and cut out the junk.  Stop eating candy, pizza, chips, and soda.  You need to drop the pounds!
· David:  Don’t you think I know this?!  Everybody teases me all the time!  But I just can’t stop eating.  I love to eat.  

· Counselor/Teacher/Parent:  It doesn’t matter.  You need to find a way to lose weight.  It’s up to you to make the right choices.  No one can do it for you.

End result:  David leaves the conversation feeling alone and upset.  He does want to lose weight, but he doesn’t have the knowledge or the willpower to get started on the right track.  He needs the help of adult figures, and without any support, he falls further into depression and disordered eating habits.  His attempts to lose weight are futile, as he feels hopeless.

· Effective Conversation
· Counselor/Teacher/Parent:  Hi David.  I’ve noticed that it’s been hard for us to make healthy food choices when we’re constantly bombarded with advertisements for candy, soda, and “junk” food.  Maybe we could work together on eating healthier for a while.  Do you think that’s something that you might want to work on with me?

· David:  I don’t know.  I really like potato chips.  I don’t want to eat rabbit food every day.

· Counselor/Teacher/Parent: I know how you feel, David.  It’s hard to cut back on the things we enjoy, but if it means that we can feel better and move around more easily, maybe it’s worth it.  What do you think about us trying to work together to feel better.  Let’s not focus so much on our weight, but rather on our overall health and how we feel.  I’ll help you and you can help me.  We’ll keep each other in check.  Let’s develop a few goals together and make a contract to try our best to reach these goals.  
· David:  I don’t know.  I don’t think I’d make a very good partner in this effort.  I love to eat.  

· Counselor/Teacher/Parent:  Well, what do you say we give it a try anyway?  Let’s make an effort to eat a serving of fruit every day at lunch instead of chips or candy?  We’ll start small and we’ll work up from there.  

· David:  I guess I could try.  Where do I sign?
End result:  David leaves the conversation feeling empowered and supported.  He wants to lose weight and knows that it will not be easy, but at least he has someone to help him along the way.  He learns to make his own decisions and to take ownership for his behaviors, helping him to become more independent as he moves through the process of behavioral change.
