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Helping someone with an eating disorder  

Eating disorders can be hard for family members to understand. It is common for family 
members to feel frustrated. Or helpless. The good news is that treatment can save the life of 
a person with an eating disorder. But it takes the help of a health care professional to treat 
an eating disorder.  
 
If a person has lost a lot of weight, seek medical help. If you think the person’s life is in 
danger, seek help right away. Here are some tips to help deal with someone with an eating 
disorder.    
 
Do… 
• Educate yourself. Read as much as you can about eating disorders. This will help you 

understand the problem. It will prepare you to help those around you.  
• Listen. People with eating disorders may feel ashamed. And alone. Your support may 

give the person the strength to seek professional help.  
• Encourage the person to get help. Try to get the person to seek professional help. But 

don't be too forceful. This may make the person more anxious. It could keep the person 
from seeking help. Do not make the person get help. Unless the person’s life is in danger. 

 
Don’t… 
• Nag about eating or not eating. People with eating disorders are self-conscious about 

their eating habits. Nagging will just make them more uncomfortable. It may support 
the behavior.  

• Hide food to keep the person from binge eating. People with binge eating disorders may 
ask for help. But hiding food may just create bad feelings.  

• Force the person to eat. Forcing the person to eat will make him or her feel childish. Or 
out-of-control. This may further support the behavior.  

 
Identifying and treating eating disorders can also be hard. The sooner a person is diagnosed 
the better. This increases the odds for recovery. You can't force someone to seek help. But 
you can educate yourself. And you can support those around you who may be at risk.  
 
Getting help  
There are ways to get help. Call your local human services agency. You can also talk with 
someone you trust. It could be a doctor or nurse. Or a mental health professional. Even a 
member of the clergy.  
 
Get help right away if there is a crisis!  Always call 911 in an emergency. 
 
This document is for your information only. It is not meant to give medical advice. It should not be used to 
replace a visit with a provider. Magellan Health does not endorse other resources that may be mentioned here. 
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