






1
Bashing a child’s body
 Remember your child as a baby, exploring their fingers and toes? Kids are born loving the bodies 
they have — just as they are. They don’t think one size is better than another — until adults tell them that 
thin is better than fat. Even if you aren’t using those exact words, your child hears and watches what you 
say and do. If you say, for example, “I have to lose weight before I can wear a bathing suit,” your child will 
quickly get the message about what which bodies are worthy — and which ones are not.
Try this instead
 Look at yourself in the mirror and say, “I like the way this 
dress looks on me,” or “I feel beautiful.”  

2
Promoting diet behavior
 It’s become normal in our culture to say, “I can’t eat that. 
I’m on a diet.” These words send the message that depriving 
yourself of the foods you enjoy is a positive way to go about 
eating, and that weight loss trumps just about everything. Many kids are also told that they shouldn’t eat 
a cookie or some pizza because it’s fattening. When they hear that, children absorb the message that 
weight loss is a worthy goal, despite the fact that kids who diet are at a greater risk of weight gain, binge 
eating, and other eating disorders, compared to kids who don’t diet. 
Try this instead
 Avoid connecting conversations about eating with any weight or body image focus.

3
Laughing at fat jokes or fat people
 The number one reason kids are bullied at school is because of their weight. If you find 
humor at the expense of shaming another person about their size — even while watching 
TV or a movie — kids will learn that it’s okay to make fun of a fat person. And then 
fat kids get the message that their weight is a source of shame. It also teaches 
kids that it’s okay to single out a group based on physical characteristics that 
are different, a message that promotes an attitude of intolerance toward 
others.
Try this instead
 If you hear someone else laughing at fat jokes or people, immediately 
tell your child that it’s wrong to do that. Share your values about size and all 
diversity with your child.

4
Referring to food as “good” and “bad”
 It’s important for kids to have access to nutritious 
foods, just as it’s important for kids to eat foods that 
taste good. Too many children aren’t learning how to 
eat all types of foods, which is an important skill. And 
if you restrict “bad” foods at home, many kids will then 
eat them when you’re not around — whether they’re 
hungry for it or not.
Try this instead 
 Teach your kids how to have a healthy relationship 
with food — instead of just eating “healthy” foods.

5
    
Treating children differently based on their size
 Some adults don’t let fat children have desserts or other “bad” foods, but allow their siblings to 
have them. Singling out fatter kids leads to feelings of shame that last a lifetime.

Try this instead 
 Decide what behaviors are age-appropriate for your children, and apply them equally to kids of all 
sizes (unless there is a specific health/mental health issue).

6
Talking about exercise as a weight-loss method
 “I have to exercise because I ate too much.” Such messages teach kids that exercise is 
punishment for eating too much or the wrong foods, and the main reason to exercise is to change your 
body. Then kids associate physical activity with being fat — or the fear of becoming fat — 

instead of because it’s fun and feels good.
 Try this instead
  Participate in enjoyable activities with your children 
that involve moving your bodies (swimming, playing catch, 
gardening, etc.), and talk about how enjoyable it was.

7
Complimenting or commenting on other people’s weight

 We’ve all heard this: “I can’t believe how much weight she’s/he’s gained or lost.” When children hear 
that, they learn being thin and weight-loss are valued when it comes to body size. They also learn that it’s 
acceptable to judge other people’s bodies. 
Try this instead
 Say nothing. But if someone is looking for a compliment, consider saying, “I’ve always valued our 
friendship and found you beautiful no matter your size.”

8
Focusing on your child’s weight

 Ask anyone who was fat as a kid what the adults in their life said to them about their bodies, and 
chances are you’ll hear things like, “You’d be so pretty if you lost weight.” We’re telling children 

that thinness is the only road to becoming happy and successful. 
Try this instead
 Focus on their character and accomplishments. If you make appearance-based com-
ments, compliment the new T-shirt or hairstyle.

9
Missing the opportunity to see weight as one more aspect 
of diversity
  Where did we ever get the idea that among the 7.5 
billion people on the planet that there’s only one acceptable 
size for someone to be attractive and healthy? Body size has 
a genetic base. Equating body size with health issues means 
that people often turn to unhealthy practices to try to 

change their physiology — a nearly impossible task that 
often leads to poorer health, getting caught in the 
diet-binge cycle, eating disorders, and a culture of 
anti-fat bias and weight stigma.
 Try this instead
  Just like kids don’t get to decide how short or 
tall they’ll grow up to be, or the color of their skin or 

eyes, they don’t get to choose their weight range. The 
current focus on helping kids celebrate diversity when it 

comes to race, religion, ethnicity, gender identity, and sexual 
orientation must also extend to helping them understand the 

natural diversity of body size.

9 common mistakes PARENTS make when it comes to their kids’ weight 

If your child is being
bullied, contact the ...

If the school is not adequately addressing harassment 
based on race, color, national origin, sex, disability, 
or religion, you can also contact ...
 •U.S. Department of Education, 
         Office for Civil Rights
 •U.S. Department of Justice, 
         Civil Rights Division
          Source: stopbullying.gov

•Teacher
•School counselor
•School principal
•School superintendent
•State Department of Education

Well-intentioned comments about your 
child’s weight could have long-term 

negative consequences for their health.
Source: Cornell University research
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Source: From judithmatz.com, used with gratitude and by permission. Edited for length. Judith Matz is an author, speaker, and Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW). She’s dedicated to helping her clients make 
peace with food, their bodies, and themselves. 


