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The teenage years are a time when 
young people are developing eating and 
lifestyle patterns for the future.  Parents 
play a key role in helping them develop 
healthy habits and routines. 
 
Body image is strongly linked with eating 
habits and lifestyle.  It is important for 
both boys and girls to develop a positive 
body image because feeling good about 
your body provides a strong foundation 
for good self-esteem and healthy 
development.  

Being a teenager can 
change everything
As children move into the pre-teen and teenage years 
they go through many physical, emotional and social 
changes.  Their brain and body go through many 
developmental changes.  They are working out their own 
unique identity and what is important to them, forming 
peer groups and moving towards independence.  These 
changes can affect how they feel about themselves and 
how they look, how they view food and what they eat.

Body image
Body image develops over time and is influenced by 
many things, including family attitudes, peer groups, 
advertising, media, and social norms and expectations.  
Body image isn’t about how your body looks – it is about 
how you see yourself, how you feel about the way you 
look, and how you think others see you.

Studies show that body image worries start early.  Pre-
schoolers understand that society judges people by their 
looks.  Even young children can feel unhappy about their 
bodies and this can affect their relationship with food.  Body 
image becomes even more important in the teen years and 
is a strong factor in young people’s self-esteem.  

In the past it was mostly girls who were unhappy with their 
bodies.  Studies now show the rate of body dissatisfaction 
in boys is fast approaching that of girls.  The biggest worry 
for boys is being lean, fit and muscular in an effort to be a 
‘real’ man, ie fit a masculine stereotype.

Poor body image can put both boys 
and girls at risk for harmful weight 
management strategies, eating 
disorders and mental health problems.

The influence of media
Media has more influence on young people’s body image 
and food choices than ever before due to the extensive 
reach of digital media and advertising.  There is a big focus 
on looks being more important than anything else about 
you.  The strong message is ‘You are what you look like’.

 • Images of ‘perfect bodies’ can create pressure for young 
people going through the turmoil of puberty.  This is 
often a time when they feel self-conscious and insecure 
about themselves.  In an effort to live up to media 
images girls can put their health at risk by extreme 
dieting and exercise.  Boys may over-exercise or use risky 
body-enhancing substances to ‘bulk up’, ie build muscle.  

 • Social media has many benefits for young people, 
including helping them create their identity, express 
themselves and communicate with peers and others.  
Many social media sites now use photos more than 
text for communicating, eg Snapchat and Instagram.  
There is a lot of pressure to look good, and to ‘be 
cool’ and popular.  

For young people who are not confident or don’t feel 
popular with their peers, this can cause problems.  
Teenage girls in particular can feel inadequate and 
develop body image problems when they spend a lot of 
time comparing themselves to the images of friends and 
peers on social media. 



 • For most young people, dieting doesn’t last long and 
they soon return to their usual way of eating.  If their 
usual eating and activity habits are not healthy, they 
may be at risk of becoming overweight or obese.  
They can also end up establishing a cycle of ‘yo-yo 
dieting’ and never learn to develop a healthy and 
balanced lifestyle. 

 • Dieting can be dangerous for some teens who feel 
unhappy about their body.  It can lead to more serious 
eating problems and increase the risk of developing an 
eating disorder.  

If there is a weight concern, help 
your teen feel loved and good about 
themselves while making small healthy 
changes to eating and exercise for the 
long term.  Talk with your doctor or 
dietitian for ideas.

What parents can do
There are many ways parents can support young people 
to develop a healthy relationship with food and a positive 
body image.  The most important thing is to be a good 
role model.  Be happy with your body, avoid diets and 
don’t make negative comments about your own or 
others’ weight or looks.  Young people are good at 
sensing a double standard.  

Build a strong relationship with  
your teen 
 • Starting early, build a strong relationship with your 

teen which will make it easier to talk about sensitive 
things.  Understand that boys might find it harder 
to talk about struggles with food and body image 
because it is often seen as a girls’ issue.  They also 
experience pressure to be tough and in control.

 • Know what stresses your teen and help them find 
ways to reduce the impact.  

 • Listen to their opinions and try to accept they may 
have different views from yours.  Don’t get into power 
struggles - nobody wins.  This includes avoiding battles 
around food.  

 • Celebrity culture has become a modern-day 
phenomenon.  Children and young people can be 
impressed by the glamourous looks and lifestyles of 
their favourite musicians and actors.  Studies show 
that food and drink choices of children and teens 
are influenced by celebrity-endorsed products, most 
of which are unhealthy and linked with obesity and 
childhood diabetes.

Both boys and girls can be influenced 
by the false expectations created by 
media images, advertising and celebrity 
culture. 

What is healthy eating for 
a teenager?
Teenagers have a healthy attitude toward food and eating if 
most of the time they eat when hungry, stop when full, and 
don’t feel guilty about eating.  Skipping meals, restricting 
intake and overeating are only problematic if your teen does 
these things often or if they become a pattern. 

It is usual for teens to:

 • eat different amounts on different days, to eat more 
of the foods they like and less of what they don’t like, 
and to either overeat or limit food intake at times

 • eat more when having a ‘growth spurt’ and then 
cut back or return to their usual way of eating when 
things settle down again

 • try new ways of eating, such as becoming vegetarian.  
When experimenting with different ways of eating, it 
is important your teen learns how to create a balanced 
diet with all the nutrients they need for this critical 
time of growth and development.  A dietitian can help 
with designing a balanced diet. 

What about dieting?
Dieting is so common it can be seen as a normal part of 
eating.  However, dieting should be discouraged because 
it is rarely successful and usually leads to weight gain in 
the longer term.  



Provide healthy food 
 • Instead of naming foods ‘good’ or ‘bad’ which 

reinforces diet thinking, use terms such as ‘everyday 
foods’ for things like fruit and vegetables that are 
healthy and nutritious, and ‘sometimes food’ for 
things like chips, biscuits, lollies or sugary drinks.  
Provide a range of healthy ‘everyday foods’ and let 
your teen decide what and how much of them to eat.  
Buy ‘sometimes foods’ for special occasions rather 
than keeping them in the house.  

 • Don’t link food choices to feelings of guilt.  When you 
eat ‘sometimes’ foods, be clear that you are choosing 
to do this and then return to your ‘everyday’ healthy 
food choices.

Create heathy eating habits in  
your family
 • Build a positive attitude to food and healthy eating 

in your family.  Encourage healthy eating as a normal 
and enjoyable part of life.  

 • Share meals together as often as you can.  Turn TVs, 
phones and other screens off so you can focus on 
talking and connecting as a family.

Build positive body image and  
self-esteem
 • Encourage your teen to view their body changes as 

a normal and positive part of growing up.  Support 
them to accept their own unique shape and size and 
to resist the pressure to fit the ‘thin stereotype’, or the 
‘built’ muscle-bound stereotype for boys.  

 • Help them see the tricks and tools that advertisers 
use to create unrealistic images, eg digital airbrushing 
and photo editing.  It can be fun to play ‘Spot the 
Photoshop’ and see who can find the most digital 
enhancements.  In regard to social media, help them 
understand that most people put up images of an 
‘ideal self’.  Many phones have built-in filters and 
special effects that can make even the worst selfie 
look good.

 • Value things other than looks in your teen.  Focus on 
what their body can do rather than what it looks like.  
Comment on their qualities and skills rather than their 
appearance.  Let them know you love them just as 
they are and never tease them about their looks.

 • When they use social media, encourage them to post 
constructive comments that support their friends for 
who they are, not what they look like.

 • If your teen or one of their friends is being bullied, 
including about their appearance, make sure they 
know to discuss this with you or another trusted adult.  
You can help them work out what steps to take (see 
Parent Easy Guides ‘Cyber safety’, ‘Bullying’).

Encourage physical activity
 • Physical activity contributes to good mental health, 

good self-esteem and a positive attitude towards 
the body.  Encourage your teen to be involved in 
physical activity for fun as well as fitness.  However, 
it is important to make sure they have a balanced 
approach to physical activity.  There can be an 
increased risk of body dissatisfaction and eating 
disorders for people involved in competitive physical 
activity, eg sports, fitness and dance. 

Share the kitchen
 • When young people leave home, many have limited 

cooking skills or experience of meal planning and wise 
food shopping.  This can lead to eating fast foods which 
are often high in fat and sugar.  Help teens become 
more responsible and skilled in the kitchen.  Expect both 
sons and daughters to help cook meals.  Suggest they 
plan, shop for and make a meal of their own choice for 
everyone, even if it’s only one meal a week.  

Parents are still the most important 
influence in young people’s lives.  You 
have the power to help shape their 
values, attitudes and behaviour.



When eating and body 
image become a problem
Signs to look out for
It can be hard to tell what is ‘normal’ eating when your 
teenager is making lots of changes and experimenting 
with different choices.  When you know your teen well 
it is easier to notice changes in the way they eat.  A 
problem can emerge if they develop a pattern of poor 
eating that continues for a long time, or has a negative 
effect on their life.  

You might also notice the following changes:

Emotional and social
 • not being as happy as usual 

 • not wanting to mix with friends or family

 • being moody, less confident or unmotivated

 • doing poorly at school

 • sleeping a lot

Behaviour
 • restricting the amount or types of food eaten

 • being obsessed with counting calories

 • making up rules about how to eat, such as eating 
food in a certain order, or no food after 6pm 

 • frequent dieting 

 • binge eating

 • secrecy around eating, including eating in private or 
avoiding meals with others

 • always weighing themselves or looking in the mirror

 • comparing themselves to others or frequently asking 
if they look fat 

 • exercising to extreme, even if injured or sick.  Boys in 
particular may become obsessed with body building, 
weight lifting or muscle toning and get anxious about 
missing workouts

 • vomiting after meals or using laxatives a lot. 

If you are concerned, talk with your 
teen about what’s going on in their life 
as soon as you can.  Help them deal 
with the feelings behind the eating 
pattern.  Talk to your doctor or a 
counsellor if you need support.

Eating disorders
Eating disorders can develop when people are intensely 
worried about losing control of their eating and becoming 
overweight.  They can develop distorted thinking and 
feelings about food and their body, resulting in unhealthy 
eating and often extreme exercise habits.  Eating disorders 
can happen in people of any age but studies show young 
people are more at risk.  Eating disorders are serious 
mental illnesses that can involve other conditions such as 
anxiety disorders or harmful substance use.

Eating disorders include: 

 • Anorexia Nervosa – when the young person restricts 
food intake to the point of becoming dangerously thin.  
They may restrict certain food groups, become obsessed 
with counting calories or have rigid thinking and rules 
around food.  They often see themselves as overweight 
despite being very underweight.  They can develop 
serious health problems and may end up in hospital.

 • Bulimia Nervosa – when the young person eats very 
large amounts of food in a short space of time and 
then makes themselves vomit, takes laxatives or does 
excessive exercise to avoid weight gain.  Their weight 
can be in the normal range, making it harder to 
notice they may have an eating disorder.  

 •  Binge Eating Disorder (BED) – when the young 
person’s eating becomes out of control at times.  They 
eat very large amounts in a short period but don’t 
vomit, purge or exercise to ‘work it off’.  BED can lead 
to health problems such as obesity, diabetes, high 
blood pressure and heart disease.

 • Other Specified Feeding and Eating Disorders (OSFED) 
- the young person has disturbed eating, an intense 
fear of gaining weight as well as body image problems.    



Want more information?
Kids Helpline 
Phone 1800 55 1800, 24 hours 
For phone, web or email counselling, resources and activities for young 
people www.kidshelp.com.au

Eat for Health, Australian Government 
The Australian Guide to Healthy Eating and other information about 
eating well www.eatforhealth.gov.au 

Girls Make Your Move, Australian Government 
Promoting sport and physical activity for girls www.health.gov.au

Healthy Eating for Kids and Teens, South Australian Government 
Tips for helping children and teens to eat well and be active 
www.sahealth.sa.gov.au

Child Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) 
9am-5pm Monday-Friday 
Free counselling services for children 0-15 years having moderate to 
severe difficulties with emotions, behaviour or social connection  
www.wch.sa.gov.au

Western Region 
Port Adelaide Phone 8341 1222

Eastern Region 
Paradise Phone 8207 8999

Northern Region 
Elizabeth Phone 8252 0133

Southern Region 
Marion Phone 7425 8600 
Onkaparinga Phone 8326 1234

Although the symptoms don’t fit specifically into one 
of the other eating disorder categories, OSFED is just as 
serious.  It is the most common disorder diagnosed for 
adults and young people, both male and female.

Eating disorders can have serious physical, emotional 
and social impacts on your teen, your family and friends.  
People can recover from eating disorders but it may take 
a long time.  It is best to not ignore the signs. 

Getting help
If you are concerned about your teen, get help early to 
prevent major health problems.  Your doctor is a good 
place to start.  If your child is diagnosed with an eating 
disorder they often need a team of health professionals 
to help them deal with the emotional, thinking and 
eating aspects of the disorder.  This may include 
dietitians, family therapists, social workers, psychologists 
or psychiatrists.  It is important to seek support for 
yourself and other family members as well.

Southern Country Services 
For information about a service near you Phone 8326 1234 or  
           83913922

Northern Country Services 
For information about a service near you Phone 1800 819 089

Statewide Eating Disorder Service (SEDS) 
Phone 8198 0800, Mon-Fri 9am-4.30pm 
For people with Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa and other specified 
feeding or eating disorders www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/SEDS 

Eating Disorders Association of South Australia (EDASA) 
Support for those affected by eating disorders www.edasa.org.au 

The Butterfly Foundation 
Phone 1800 33 4673 
Supporting people with eating disorders and body image issues 
www.thebutterflyfoundation.org.au

National Eating Disorders Collaboration 
Phone (02) 9412 4499 
Eating disorders information for young people, parents and 
professionals www.nedc.com.au

ReachOut 
Provides information, tools and support for young people dealing with 
everyday troubles or tough times au.reachout.com 

eHeadspace 
Phone 1800 650 890, 9am-1am 
Online and telephone support for young people 12-25, their families 
and friends. Visit the website to find a headspace centre near you or to 
access online counselling www.headspace.org.au

Office of the Children’s eSafety Commissioner 
Information about online safety for parents (iParent) and women 
(eSafetyWomen), children and young people.  You can report cyber 
bullying and offensive material www.esafety.gov.au

Stay Smart Online  
A free service for Australian internet users to help them stay safe online 
www.staysmartonline.gov.au 

Raising Children Network 
Parenting information on a range of topics www.raisingchildren.net.au

Child and Youth Health 
Information for parents and young people about health and wellbeing 
www.cyh.com

Parenting SA 
For more Parent Easy Guides including ‘Living with young people’, 
’Talking sex with young people’,  ‘Young people, alcohol and drugs’, 
‘Young people who are gay, lesbian or bisexual’, ‘Young people and 
parties’, ‘Cyber safety’ and ‘Bullying’ www.parenting.sa.gov.au



Parenting SA 
A partnership between the Department for Education  

and Child Development and the Women’s and  
Children’s Health Network.

Phone: 08 8303 1660 
Web: www.parenting.sa.gov.au

Parent Easy Guides are free in South Australia. 

Important: This information is not intended  
to replace advice from a qualified practitioner.
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