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About the Book

At a time when teenage eating disorders are at an all-time high, and it’s never been more difficult to get from twelve to twenty in one sane, self-confident piece, this powerful, informative book provides explanations, straightforward advice and strategies, even a script, for parents coping with their daughter’s body image problems. This is the truly practical book Stephanie Pierson looked for in vain when her own daughter developed anorexia. It shows parents how to recognize and deal with the early signs of depression, such as changes in sleep patterns, appetite, lethargy, irritability; and the danger signs: suicidal thoughts, drug or alcohol use, self-mutilation, anorexia and bulimia.
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SP: For Phoebe

PLC: To my mother
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‘With humour and empathy, a mother (Stephanie Pierson) and a psychotherapist (Phyllis Cohen) write forthrightly to mums (and dads) about separation from and connection with adolescent daughters; how to model for and speak with them to preserve and foster their self-esteem.’

– Andrea Marks, M.D., Adolescent Medicine specialist and co-author of Healthy Teens, Body and Soul: A Parent’s Complete Guide to Adolescent Health

‘You Have to Say I’m Pretty, You’re My Mother offers practical wisdom, clarity, hope, and plain talk to mothers (and fathers) concerned about how to help their daughters develop and sustain a healthy regard for themselves and their bodies. With grace and good humour, Pierson and Cohen show empathy and respect for mothers (and daughters); their appreciation for the complexities of mothering a daughter make this gem of a book particularly useful. I am grateful that it exists, and will recommend it to many a parent.’

– Sheila Reindl, Ed.D., psychologist, Harvard University, and author of Sensing the Self: Women’s Recovery from Bulimia

‘A gifted writer and an insightful psychotherapist examine the developing image of teenage girls. What they capture will resonate with mothers (and daughters) everywhere. Their wise advice benefits us all.’

– Dr. Jana Klauer, Research Fellow, New York Obesity Research Institute, St. Luke’s-Roosevelt Hospital

‘We all know that girls are sorely troubled by body-related issues, and we may even understand why, but how many of us have a clue about how to handle the problem? What parent hasn’t wondered when and how to intervene when a beloved child seems to be recklessly veering towards self-destructive and/or self-sabotaging behaviour. This book fills the void. Keep it under your mattress – I will!’

– Renée Fleming, Mother of two pre-teenage girls, and in her spare time, opera star

‘You Have to Say I’m Pretty, You’re My Mother is an essential book for parents who find themselves struggling with the ubiquitous dilemma of how to help a daughter whose self-esteem is being overly determined by her body-image. The authors guide parents through an invaluable series of practical “do’s and don’ts”, and emphasize the extreme importance of mothers and fathers looking deep to “get healthy” themselves in regard to body ideals and communication style. I embrace their thesis that a mother must first take care of herself and become the most mindful person she can before she can hope to be an effective role model for her child.’

– Deborah E. Lynn, MD, Consultant Clinical Faculty, University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry
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THIS BOOK STARTED five years ago when my then fourteen-year-old daughter, Phoebe, was alternately throwing up in her school bathroom and starving herself at home. Somehow, at what seemed like warp speed, Phoebe went from being happy to being miserable. From not worrying about her weight to insisting on having two scales in her bathroom and memorizing the calorie count of every morsel of food. From not worrying about how she looked to freezing like a deer in the headlights in front of the nearest mirror and asking, “Do I look particularly fat today?” Day after day after day.

We took Phoebe to a therapist who suggested she draw pictures of rainbows. I went to a therapist who said, “She’s such a beautiful girl. How can she have an eating disorder?” My husband and I talked to a psychopharmacologist who said it was probably all biochemical. “Oh, she’s just having a hard time adjusting to a new town … to a new school … to adolescence … to two parents who are never home,” said her school guidance counselor, hastily adding, “but two parents who love her very much.”

Phoebe went to an eating disorder clinic where they gave her a healthful diet and told her all about the food pyramid. “Complex people have complex problems,” suggested her pediatrician. “Just look at all the depression that runs in our family,” my sister-in-law theorized. “It’s all those Sylvia Plath books and Anne Sexton poems she’s wallowing in,” warned her teacher. And this dubiously positive pronouncement was offered by my mother: “Well, she certainly eats a lot for a girl with anorexia.”

Phoebe was in crisis. I was in crisis. Our family was in crisis. And while her eating disorders slowly got better (with time, with family therapy, with counseling, with revelations), her body image issues remained. Phoebe, always precocious, might have been first on her block to obsess about her looks, but soon most of her friends had their own problems, too. And I gradually realized that most of America is caught up with body image issues. There’s an absolute epidemic today of beautiful, accomplished adolescent girls who are convinced that they’re fat and ugly, who believe that looks are everything and that their looks don’t measure up to some impossible ideal. They are matched by loving and well-meaning mothers who feel blindsided, helpless, clueless, terrified, and guilty (sometimes all at once) and who invariably have their own unresolved body image issues.

Always a problem solver (instant when possible), when the problems became overwhelming, I read everything. I talked to every smart person I could find. I got conflicting opinions, outdated information, misinformation, suggestions that might have been helpful if Phoebe were ten. I read books written in some sort of academic shrink-y language I couldn’t understand, breezy magazine articles that both minimized and oversimplified complex subjects, overwrought books with only worst-case scenarios. I saw TV shows on body image topics that sensationalized everything. I found bits and pieces of what sounded like good advice on the Internet but didn’t know how reliable the sources were.

Oddly enough, it was when I read Mary Pipher’s brilliantly insightful Reviving Ophelia that I felt the most helpless. While this was the one book that helped me get an overview and explained the magnitude of the problem, after I finished it, I still didn’t have a clue about what to do with Phoebe. How was I to respond to her saying, “Will you look at how gross my stomach is?” when her stomach was as flat as a washboard? How was I to answer “What’s wrong with my knees?” when there was nothing wrong with her knees? And when no matter what I said, she came back with, “Well, you have to say that, you’re my mother.”

Where was the book to help mothers like me who need to address body image problems, not just understand them? Where could mothers go for practical advice and straightforward strategies? Where could mothers get answers to the universal mother questions: “But what do I do now?” “What do I say to her?” “How do I get through to her?”

With all due modesty, I have to say there is no one less qualified on her own to write a body image book than I am. What I do have is a lot more painful experience than I would like to. And the right questions. Lots of them. Why does a beautiful, seemingly happy young girl feel so unbeautiful? Why does my daughter hate her body? Why is she so preoccupied with it? Why does she seem to hate parts of her body (“I hate my feet,” “I hate my hips,” “I hate my butt”)? Why does she think she’s fat when she wears a size two? Why is her self-esteem based on the circumference of her thighs? If she’s smart enough to learn AP Physics and Honors Calculus, why can’t she learn to love herself? Are we too close or not close enough? How do I know? Am I too concerned? And if I’m feeling this helpless and powerless, how can I get help from a husband who seems helpless, powerless, and clueless? Are other girls suffering the way my daughter is? Is every other mother sleeping soundly at night?

How can I help my daughter when I don’t understand her and she won’t talk to me? Why doesn’t she take my advice? Is it a phase? Will she outgrow it? What does it mean? Who can I blame for her problems? Barbie, Kate Moss, Jenny Craig, the cute varsity football captain she’s got a crush on, myself? Is it a question of blame at all? Do I even have the power to make my daughter’s problems better or worse?

After I had all the right questions, I looked for someone with answers. Through some karmic miracle (maybe I had suffered enough in this lifetime) I found Phyllis Cohen, a New York psychotherapist specializing in adolescents, who after thirty years of practice, of teaching and writing and lecturing and listening, knows how serious and pervasive body image issues are. Phyllis’s practice often includes mothers as well as adolescents, so she understands these issues from both vantage points. She knows that what is crucial to achieving success is the ongoing emotional education of both mothers and daughters. And no one is a better teacher than Phyllis.

Our shared goal was to write a book of fundamental lessons and advice, a book so practical, it wouldn’t just be read, it would be used—as a guide, a compass, and a road map. We two speak with one voice for mothers of daughters from thirteen to nineteen, to help you help your daughter with the staggering number of body image issues that come up on her radar screen from the moment she wakes up in the morning to the time she goes to bed at night. From looks to weight to glossy retouched magazine perfection to cosmetic surgery to disordered eating to eating disorders to mothers on diets to health clubs to makeup to depression to cutting to suicide to cyber relationships to sex to bare midriffs to bikinis to body piercing to MTV to numbers on the scale to SAT scores.

When we told people we were writing a book about body image issues, they frequently responded, “Oh, a book about eating disorders.” Body image issues seem to have become synonymous with anorexia, bulimia, bingeing, starving, overeating, obesity—the highly visible area of eating disorders. But body image is a much broader idea. It is linked to self-image, self-esteem, and self-confidence. It is the sense you have of yourself as a person. And once you see that body image is a much larger issue, you can begin to understand it in a larger and more accurate context.

The first question to be answered in this book is why so many body image problems exist in the first place. Many mothers correctly perceive that the passage from childhood to adulthood is a lot more complex for their daughters than it was for them. The pressure on adolescent girls is more intense; their choices are less clear; their reactions are more extreme. Today getting from twelve to twenty in one sane, self-confident piece is a challenge up there with scaling Mount Everest. The real difficulty lies in the fact that the teenage years are when these girls are defining themselves as individuals. These days most of that definition begins, and sometimes ends, with how they look. Who they are feels more about what’s outside and less about what’s inside, because they invest so much of their sense of self in their bodies.

So real problems exist; you’re not imagining them. The next question is, how is your daughter likely to deal with these problems? She’ll express her unhappiness through something that has to do with her body. Or (does this sound familiar?) she’ll take it out on you.

So here the two of you are, often at loggerheads—sometimes friendly and comfortable with each other, but more often skirmishing. You know how important it is to have a relationship with your daughter; the problem is, you just can’t figure out how to relate. You want to talk to her about her school, her life, her friends, and her feelings. But if she wants to talk to you at all, she wants to talk about her hips (too big), her hair (too wavy), her thighs (too fat), her eyes (too whatever). Somehow all you have in common is the fact that you can’t talk to each other. And if you ever swore to yourself that you would never behave toward your daughter the way your mother behaved toward you, this is probably the point where you find yourself doing exactly that. And with no more success than your mother had.

A first piece of advice: Do not despair. Do not give up. Do not think it’s too late to make it better or do it differently. Know that in the course of helping your daughter develop a healthy body image, you will experience as many highs as lows, as much laughter as tears. Have faith that you and your daughter can have a mutually satisfying relationship and that you can effect positive changes. Why? Because you and your daughter love each other. You need each other and you both need a relationship that works. It may feel as though the girl you once loved is gone, along with all the familiar ties that connected the two of you, but be reassured. The mother-daughter bond that was formed when your daughter was an infant is still strong. No matter how deeply it may be buried under all the conflicts that have grown between you, the connection is still there and always will be, and you can find it when you start to look for it. Once you recover that bond, you will be able to do two vital things: start listening to your daughter and start learning from her. At the same time, this connection will help your daughter start to learn more about you as a person and to listen to what you have to say. This genuine mutual communication is the basis for a loving, supportive relationship.

To even begin to take a first positive step, you need to stop feeling guilty about everything. Stop blaming either your daughter or yourself for every argument that results from your daughter’s hating her body, from your saying something critical to her, from her saying something mean to you. And no matter how many times she tells you that you don’t do anything right, no matter how mean-spirited or verbally abusive she is, do not come away concluding, “She’s right, I can’t do or say anything right. She’s impossible to understand. She hates me. I give up.” You are doing lots of things right, and you’ll do more. So don’t devalue yourself.

For your daughter, it’s all about testing. She’s testing limits, she’s testing reality, she’s testing your love, she’s testing your acceptance or rejection of who she is, and she’s testing body boundaries. While she’s being hysterical, hateful, and horrible, you need to be firm. As the grown-up in the relationship, it’s your job to set boundaries. While you’re setting limits about her body, remember that it’s her body, not yours. If she’s doing something risky (like having promiscuous sex, abusing drugs, bingeing and purging, or yo-yo dieting), then you must intervene. Otherwise, respect her boundaries.

To help make all of this less abstract, throughout the book we’ll give you what you need: steps, strategies, suggestions, and templates.

Basically, your job is to figure out what isn’t working and why, to find ways to better understand and connect with your daughter. Ours is to give you the tools to do this. If we do our job and you do yours, we’ll reach our shared goal: your daughter will have a positive body image. You’ll have your life back.

Two disclaimers: Phoebe (inspiration and intelligent reader) points out that, in her opinion, this book occasionally reads like one of those public television nature shows, where the announcer intones, “The young female is apt to be skittish, if not dangerous. She stays close to her pack and resists any attempt to lure her out of the bush.” We ask any girl who reads the book to understand that we don’t mean to talk about her as if she were a young gazelle or zebra.

The other disclaimer is that Phoebe (expert critic and stickler for accuracy) also points out that although we’re not adolescent girls ourselves, we presume to speak for them and to know everything they’re thinking and saying. We feel strongly that we have captured both the spirit and the essence of these girls without misrepresenting them, but the nature of a book like this is to universalize, generalize, and make some assumptions. We do presume smart readers. If you and your daughter (and Phoebe) don’t take it totally literally, this book will make more sense.


Chapter 1
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THERE ARE A few core questions all mothers have: Why is my daughter so focused on her body? Why does she have such a negative body image? Do all girls have body image issues? Which girls are most vulnerable? Is my daughter one of them?

There are three core facts that are at the heart of all these questions. First, there are more factors than ever before (cultural, relational, sexual, social) that contribute to your daughter’s having problems loving the way she looks.

Second, while there are many factors in your relationship with your daughter that will influence her behavior, how you see your own body (and communicate that) is the biggest influence on how your daughter sees hers.

Third, your relationship with your daughter is part of an ongoing process. In spite of all the discouraging and difficult things that may happen between you, time is on your side. You will find many ways over the next few years to help your daughter see her body and herself in a positive light.

· · ·

FOR MANY REASONS, your daughter’s focus on her body is only natural. Teenagers who are starting to separate from their mothers and fathers need to consolidate that separation by taking full ownership of their bodies. This long process—a girl’s gradual separation and her growing autonomy—starts as early as ten or eleven and goes all the way to late adolescence, from seventeen to nineteen. What does this mean? Well, from our experience it means that during these years she will spend half her time looking in a mirror and the other half fighting with her mother about some aspect of her looks—whether her skirt is too tight, whether her eye shadow is too bright, whether piercing her navel is a constitutional right. Most mother-daughter skirmishes are about control issues. Most of these control issues are about separation. And the battleground where they are all waged is the body. The question “Whose body is it, anyway?” comes up over and over in different ways.

The more you understand these issues and what your daughter is going through, the easier it will be for you to protect her from potential problems, to solve existing ones, and to exert a strong positive influence on what is an inherently bumpy passage. Easier, by the way, is a relative term. You may find that you feel paralyzed by your fears of a passage that you don’t really understand and by a daughter you understand less and less. You may feel anxious and worried just knowing you’re being pushed away by your daughter. You may react to her crushing contempt by feeling both angry and scared that she’ll move even farther away from you. Or you may believe that her disdain and her anger are so fixed that you can’t do anything to change them.

But while her attitude may go (in a matter of minutes) from the hysterical to the hostile, and while her “Leave me alone!” or “Get out of my life” statements aren’t exactly conducive to a heart-to-heart talk, you can’t give up or bail out. Mothers matter more than anyone else to an adolescent girl, and everything you are both going through is part of a process your daughter needs to go through to figure out who she is as a separate and unique person. This ongoing struggle is crucial both in contributing to and in resolving body image issues. Remember when you thought giving birth to her was hard?

There are understandable reasons behind your daughter’s struggles. From her point of view, the mother she once knew is now someone who seems to understand her less and wants to control her more, so instead of loving you blindly and unconditionally as she did when she was younger, she now sees her relationship with you as ambivalent, combative, and puzzling. For her to successfully separate and gain autonomy, she needs to take some of the luster off the idealized image she has of you and replace it by criticism that often borders on contempt. From a mother’s perspective, the child you once knew has morphed into another being whose behavior is mystifying and often disturbing. As far as you’re concerned, this would be the part in the movie where someone from outer space has replaced the adorable, loving child with an evil alien adolescent twin.

It may be a small comfort, but in these moments and moods your daughter, the teenage alien, feels every bit as alienated from herself as she does from you. Remember your own adolescence? You know from your own experience how hard it is to reconcile the person you are with the person you really wanted to be—how hard it was when you realized that your breast size was never going to be perfect or that your hair would never be shinier than it was. Adolescence is when our dreams and fantasies of “When I grow up, I’m going to be …” come into sharp focus. For your daughter, it’s the first time that these girlhood dreams are hitting smack into reality.

This is when she suddenly realizes that she’s not the best dancer or the star soccer player. She envies other girls who seem to have it easier or starts comparing herself (unfavorably, of course) with models, athletes, rock stars, and movie stars. The frustrations that stem from her disappointments cause her to devalue who she is. She’s suffering from a very real sense of loss; it’s painful for her to give up childhood dreams. It’s especially painful for her to have to give up the idealized way she saw you when she was little. All those images of perfection that once seemed possible now stand in stark contrast to her new, distinctly imperfect, reality. Her face has zits. Her mother has flaws. Her life isn’t going to be made into a movie starring Beautiful, Perfect Her!

The result is lots of anger that she directs against herself and sometimes you. Her body is the place these feelings settle, so she takes things out on her body. Her revenge might be something as mild as cutting gym to something extreme, like starving herself.

She critically examines every part of her body: “I hate my butt.” “My legs are gross.” “If only I had less flabby arms.” Every day the mirror brings new disappointments and frustrations. And out of her obsession with what’s outside comes her new internalized beliefs: “I hate my body” and “I hate the mother who gave me this body.”

Suddenly the expression “painfully aware” makes perfect sense. Your daughter is painfully aware of who she isn’t, and she hasn’t yet figured out who she is. So she needs to explore, experiment, fail, and succeed by trying on many different personas. (“I’m a Goth,” “I’m a hippie,” “I’m into boys … body piercing … Buddha …”) What’s important is that you see this role playing for what it is and that you don’t panic. Now is the time to pick your battles wisely. Is she making a harmless statement about her autonomy or is she doing something that could be harmful? By not saying no to everything, by not overreacting, by being the grown-up in the relationship, you’ll be able to help your daughter get through this experimentation. You’ll help her understand it and you’ll be there to cushion any crash landings, help her right herself, and help her learn from her failures.

While she’s trying out different roles and hair colors (usually the ones that don’t wash out), your daughter also feels compelled to find some way to defend herself against her pain, her losses, her uncertainty. Her answer is not to find other things to focus on, but to concentrate even more on her body and to think in a new (and decidedly distorted) way about it. She is more proactive (good news) and less rational (bad news). She now believes that if she can just fix what’s on the outside, she’ll feel better about what’s on the inside. Every mother knows this adolescent logic: “If I dye my hair pink, I’ll be a knockout.” “If I can look like the girl in the MTV video, then I’ll be happy.” “If I shave all the hair on my body and put on self-tanner, then I’ll look so cool.”

It’s almost impossible for your daughter to understand that part of the process of becoming her own person is finding a place for her childhood dreams and wishes and knowing that they don’t have to be lost forever. This is a very important part of your input as a mother. You can help by keeping her grounded in reality—reminding her of what her real assets, skills, and strengths are. Your consistent reinforcement is like the lifeline in a tempest. She may whirl furiously around, saying, “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” but your stability and positive, consistent validation of her will prove the most valuable asset in helping her separate and gain a positive self-image.

Every small, calm, rational gesture you make toward her is helping her achieve her larger long-term goals: to aspire to more realistic dreams, to gradually integrate all of her experiences, to successfully cope with her new reality, and in time, to attain a well-rounded sense of herself.

Your job, as always, is to keep a grip on reality and not feel decimated by her fitful progress, her distorted thinking, her inability to really hear what you’re saying to her. Even if you have the patience of a saint, it’s hard to hang in there through your daughter’s inscrutability or toxic anger, her hostility, her deeply hurtful personal attacks. It helps to know that as profoundly painful as it is for you, your daughter would have a hard time growing and maturing without expressing some of these feelings. If you think your job is hard, your daughter’s is even harder. In order to grow up, she has to do two contradictory things—separate from the mother with whom she has had a lifelong bond and continue to identify with her—both at the same time.

That is the job description of adolescence for mothers and daughters: A girl has to separate from her mother and develop a sense of who she is as she goes from being a child to becoming a woman. And her mother has to help provide her with the tools and guidance she needs to separate and to develop a healthy sense of herself that’s more than skin deep.

Why is it harder for some girls than others? Are some girls more in danger of developing a negative body image and the problems that go with it? The answer is yes. There are some real, quantifiable factors that put girls at risk. The most vulnerable girls are:


• A girl who, growing up, is either significantly underweight or overweight; one whose mother has attached great anxiety to this and made it clear that it is a problem.

• A girl whose mother is preoccupied with her own weight, looks, and social success, and who projects these worries onto her daughter.

• A girl who has had problems with social skills, shyness, or overattachment to her mother.

• A girl whose father is critical of her and her appearance. This kind of father, threatened by his daughter’s budding sexuality, may tease his daughter or find subtle ways to put down her developing body.



The more risk factors there are, the more chance there is that a body image problem will develop. And while the mantra today is, “Well, it must be the influence of MTV/a fashion magazine/the music,” it’s just not that simple. Media assaults and the lack of the consistent presence of a parent to help filter and moderate what a child is seeing are a potent combination. The bottom line is, a girl needs a loving, devoted, vigilant parent who can help her see through this distorted worldview and decode it.

If you know that your daughter is at risk, is there a way to anticipate problems? Yes. Once risk factors have been identified, you can be alert to signs and signals from your daughter that body image problems may be taking hold. Look for signs of depression, eating changes, isolation, extreme mood swings, loss of energy, loss of friends—anything that signals that she’s not herself.

At the same time you can look for opportunities to fight back—to say or do things that are smart and supportive and helpful. How to help:

Provide a reality check. Very often girls who have a negative body image are negative about everything—the whole world is sour. Help your daughter see that not everything is so bad. Be prepared: when you offer help, she’ll probably be negative about that, too. As perverse as it may sound, don’t be critical of her negativity; go with it and you’ll get better results. For example, it actually helps to start off with something that sounds negative, like, “You may not find this helpful but …” Then say something supportive, such as, “If you’d like to get out and go to a friend’s house, I’ll give you a ride.” The objective is to at least get her out of her room, where she is feeling isolated and miserable. Alternatively, agree to help her get whatever she is convinced will turn her life around (a new outfit, cool shoes, a totally different haircut, glitter makeup). Don’t expect an instant attitude change and keep trying.

[image: image]

Don’t be the kind of mother who feels upbeat about everything, the one whose enthusiasm feels inappropriate and false, who says to her gloomy daughter, “What a beautiful day! Why don’t you go have a fun bike ride?” If you want to be cheerfully manic, be cheerfully manic on your own. And don’t put your daughter down, telling her, “You have no right to be so depressed. It’s a beautiful day. Snap out of it.” Your daughter doesn’t need a controlling mother trying to micromanage her every mood.

[image: image]

Don’t be the kind of mother who has an answer for everything. If your daughter looks in the mirror a million times a day, don’t say a word. It’s maddening. But it’s normal.

[image: image]

So is talking on the telephone about nothing for hours on end. Don’t listen. Don’t hover in the doorway of her room, looking for a good opening to have a “meaningful conversation.” If you’re going to stand by her door, quickly say whatever word of encouragement you want, then leave.

[image: image]

Do encourage her to form relationships with positive female role models. Osmosis does work.






WHAT EVERY MOTHER NEEDS TO KNOW




Fat is a code word for an emotion, not a number on the scale. Fat is also the vocabulary for your daughter’s emotions; it may be the only way she knows how to talk about what’s bothering her.

Listen to what your daughter says, but don’t take what she says about her body literally. If she says, “I’m so fat,” don’t say, “Well, just go on a diet and lose five pounds.” She’s not talking about dieting; she’s talking about her feelings.

Remember that she’s growing into her body and it’s not always a great fit. You’re used to your body. She’s not used to hers.

There are all sorts of fears and insecurities your daughter may have about herself and her body. Don’t dismiss these; they are the best clues you’ll get about her inner thoughts.

Your daughter is bombarded by girl talk about bodies all day long, and she believes her friends more than you. This is normal. Help her think things through.

Be aware of what you’re adding to the mix: how you talk about your body, your weight, your appearance. Think about what kind of role model you are.

If your daughter really does have a weight problem, she has to be the one who decides how she wants to handle it. Or if she wants to handle it. Of course, if her weight is creating a serious health problem, you need to construct a plan that addresses your daughter’s physical and emotional well-being, one that can help her lose weight and gain self-esteem.
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