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Coping at Christmas 
 
Most people agree that Christmas can be a stressful time of year for 
families. This can be particularly true when someone in the family is 
struggling with an eating disorder.  
 
It might be helpful to get together with the person, and to think ahead 
about possible strategies that might enable you to help them to cope 
with any Christmas pressures. If this is not possible at the moment, 
because the eating disorder is very strong, this booklet contains ideas 
that others have found useful. 
 
Christmas Difficulties 
 
Past patients have told us that Christmas can be a particularly stressful 
time for them -with the season’s emphasis on family get-togethers and 
food. 
 
Often the Christmas period is one time of year when many close and 
distant relatives meet up to enjoy time together. For the sufferer, this 
may mean the excitement becomes tinged with fear about being 
expected to eat meals with relatives who don’t know about their 
struggles with food, eating and body-image issues. The distress and 
anxiety provoked by this can cause tears, panic attacks, angry outbursts 
or total avoidance, which can lead to arguments and an atmosphere of 
tension. 
 
There may also be fears about being pressurised to indulge in rich food, 
or having to take part in conversations about food and eating. Below are 
some of the common situations that an eating disorder might use to 
make the person feel bad:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Common Problems: 
 

 People watching every mouthful the sufferer eats, or commenting on 
the sufferer’s eating habits and behaviours 

 

 Comments about portion sizes or choices of foods, 
 

 Encouragement to eat more, or to eat ‘fear foods’ such as chocolate,  
 

 Having to eat in front of lots of people,  
 

 People being uneasy around the sufferer, and not knowing what to 
say, 

 

 Arguments about what and how much to eat. 
 

 Relatives commenting on weight, shape or diets, their own and 
others. 

 

 Although it is common for encouraging friends and relatives to 
mention how well someone looks, the person in recovery may think 
this is a polite way of saying they have gained weight and look fat. 

 

 Many people have said that being rushed during a meal makes them 
very distressed. Gentle, sensitive reminders about the time can be 
helpful though. This can help prevent meals from dragging endlessly 
on. 

 
What may help? 
 
People who have had an eating disorder have come up with a list of 
strategies that they found helpful.  
 
It is important to remember though that everyone is different, and what 
helps one person may be distressing to another.  For this reason it may 
be more helpful to ask the person to decide what helps them, and what 
doesn’t.  At the end of this booklet, after these lists, there are some 
questions that might be useful for this process. 
 
 
 
 
 

General Points 
 

 It can help to firmly tell family members and friends who know about 
the eating disorder not to comment on the person’s appearance, or 
what/how much food is being eaten. 

 

 It can be helpful to give family and friends information to help them 
understand more about eating disorders. It is often misunderstood 
and misrepresented in the media, which does not help the sufferer. 

 

 It will be helpful to remember the level of anxiety people with an 
eating disorder can feel, and to act in a supportive, non-judgemental 
way. 

 
 The person may find unsolicited questions about their problems 

difficult to deal with (especially whilst eating). If however they openly 
discuss a topic associated with their personal struggles, it can be 
helpful to talk about these. 

 

 It is best to actively avoid talking about dieting, making weight or 
appearance related comments (about anyone). 

 
The Environment 
 

 It is best to try and achieve a relaxed, normal environment, which will 
help the person to remember that mealtimes are a healthy part of 
everyday life. 

 

 It is good if there is no ‘rushing about’ at meal times. 
 
Before a Meal 
 

 The contents and serving size of a meal should be decided in 
advance, because on-the-spot decisions can be much more 
stressful, and may upset the meal. 

 

 It might be easier to serve the meals away from the table, so the 
person avoids the stress of wondering if their portion size is OK.  

 

 If everyone else is serving themselves however, it can draw 
attention, so it may be easier to have a supporter sitting next to the 
person, so they can copy their portion. 



During a Meal 
 

 During the meal, it can be really helpful to initiate talk about general 
topics and light current affairs, because sufferers often like to be 
distracted from their anxieties. The struggle with the eating disorder 
can be very preoccupying though, which can make it hard for the 
person to be actively involved in the conversation.  

 

 For distraction, it can be good to have music playing, or the radio on. 
This can also relieve tension in the room. 

 

 The person will also find obvious staring difficult to cope with, as this 
is usually a very distressing time for them. 

 

 Commenting on their meals/foods (especially portion sizes) can make 
the person feel very self-conscious, which will often make it harder for 
them to eat in front of others.  

 

 Challenging food behaviours -sometimes the person may try to hide 
food, by smearing it over the plate, or hiding it in a tissue for example. 
Most sufferers agree that confronting this helps in the long run, but 
can feel very humiliating at the time. It is important that challenges are 
done sensitively and carefully, so that it doesn’t make the person feel 
guilty, embarrassed or ashamed. The eating disorder feeds on these 
feelings. 

  

 It can help if you could quietly and sensitively say something like” I 
can see you’re really struggling, is there anything I can do to help 
you?” or “Would it help to talk about what’s troubling you”. 

 

 It is also really important to blame the illness, not the person. The 
eating disorder can make your relative ‘not think straight’ and behave 
in ways they wouldn’t normally.  

 

 With rituals, it can be helpful for some people to be reassured that 
they don’t have to carry these out.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

After a Meal 
 

 It is normal to want to praise your relative after they have struggled to 
get through a meal.  

 

 For some sufferers the eating disorder turns praise around, to make 
them feel more shame, guilt and self-disgust. This is often because 
they feel that they’ve done something they really didn’t want to. 

 

 Others like their efforts to be acknowledged, and like it that others 
appreciate what an achievement each meal is. Generally praise is 
accepted if it said in this context, e.g. “I can see that was hard for you, 
well done” or “you’ve got through it, well done”. 

 

 Many find it helpful to have an activity planned for after the meal,      
e.g. a board game, jigsaw or film to watch 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This questionnaire might be useful as an aid to support a discussion 
with your loved one about how best to manage the Christmas period 
in terms of food and eating. 
 

Christmas Planning 
Questionnaire  

 
1. People with eating disorders have reported difficulties at Christmas.  

Have you found Christmas to be a particularly difficult time?  
      Yes       /     No 

 
2. What particular things have you found difficult?                                 

(eg. large family meals etc.) 
…………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………. 

3. What has helped you in the past with these difficulties?                    
(eg. support from friends; distraction) 
…………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………… 

4. What ideas do you have about things that could help you this 
Christmas? 
…………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………..…… 

5.  How can your family help you this Christmas? 

…………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………. 

6. When being encouraged to eat, what words are particularly helpful? 

…………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………….. 

We hope that this booklet will help you to take good care of yourself and 
give you hope. In addition, it may give you ideas and information to 
enable you to support somebody who is struggling with an eating disorder 
over the Christmas Period.  

 
 
Although the booklet may not be able to answer all of your questions, it 
includes many strategies that have helped other people. It is not intended 
to replace seeking professional help, or to put extra pressures on you, but 
to offer you support 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© Leicestershire Partnership NHS Trust. All Rights Reserved 

Leicestershire Adult Eating Disorders Service 
Leicestershire Partnership NHS Trust 
Bennion Centre, Groby Road, Leicester LE3 9DZ 
Tel: 0116 225 2557/2770 
 
 
Author: Tom Hanly 
Approved: December 2015     Review date: December 2017 

CQC outcomes: Outcome 1 – regulation 17 (2b) 
Service Doc 21 
 

 


