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How to Discuss Weight Issues with Families and their 

Children….the Role of the Health Care Provider 

 
As you join in the effort to promote healthy weights in children and prevent obesity, 

remember, although you have a very limited amount of time to spend with a family, you 

play a critical role. What you say to a family and child has the potential to either motivate 

them or alienate and offend them so they drop out of treatment altogether…not what we 

want! Here are some guidelines, tips and links that may help you. 

 

 When you see that a child is gaining weight and beginning to track above his or 

her normal growth curve, share the growth chart with the parent to help explain 

your concern.  Try not to focus on “weight” talk (“your child is obese”, 

overweight, fat, etc) especially in front of the child. This often scares a child, or it 

may make them feel bad about themselves. It also sometimes spurs parents into 

excessively restricting their children, which eventually leads to closet eating. 

Instead, talk about “healthy growth” and making sure habits are healthy so that 

the child can eventually track more normally for him or her.  

 

 Do not make assumptions about a family just because their child is overweight. It 

is natural to feel judgmental about parents who may be feeding their children lots 

of junk food, etc, but if that attitude comes across, it will only make a parent feel 

insulted. When people feel accused of something, it makes them not want to come 

back. Instead, try to be understanding and empathetic. In fact, research suggests 

that when a doctor is empathetic, even when no advice is given, people are more 

likely to change.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 Before referring to the dietitian, try to assess readiness of the family/patient to 

change. Ask open-ended questions to help gather information about how 

motivated the family or the patient really is.  For example, “How do you feel 

about getting some guidance from a Registered Dietitian on how to eat healthy 

and have a healthy lifestyle?”  If the family has absolutely no interest, chances are 

they will not show for the appointment anyway. If, however, a family appears 

interested, give them some praise and encouragement for wanting to learn more 

about how to be healthy. 

Links:  

www.eatright.org  

www.aedweb.org/media/Guidelines.cfm  

www.aap.org/obesity  

www.connecticutchildrens.org/ 

Click on the Nutrition Department for a referral form to see a Registered Dietitian (R.D.) 

at Connecticut Children’s or call our scheduling office at 860-610-4286. 

 

Articles: 

  “Empathy Goes a Long Way in Weight Loss Discussions”, Journal of Family 

Practice, December 2007, Vol. 56, No 12: 1031-1036 
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