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Last night, I settled in with my large hot chocolate on the couch to watch the movie on eating disorders - “To The 
Bone”.  

For those of you who haven’t seen the shorts – this is a movie about a young woman with anorexia who gets 
treatment for an eating disorder.  She has a short stay in a group home facility, meets others with eating disorders, 
has some family therapy, a short romantic relationship with another person with an eating disorder and ponders 
whether she really does want to get “better” and overcome her eating disorder. 

Having worked with many kids/teens with symptoms of disordered eating and struggles with body image over the 
last 20 years, I was keen to see whether this was going to be a useful movie I could recommend to families. 

Unfortunately, I don’t think it is.  

But as usual when it comes to these kinds of issues, I have mixed feelings.  Here are my thoughts. 

HERE ARE THE FOUR ASPECTS OF THIS MOVIE I LIKE. 

1. The movie will raise awareness of the existence and nature of eating disorders.   

This is probably a good thing.  People with an eating disorder may watch the movie and feel comforted to be 
reminded they are not alone.  Those in the general community may learn about these disorders and feel compassion 
for those who suffer.  

However, while awareness is important - we should keep in mind that only about 2% of children and teens develop 
an eating disorder during their childhood/adolescence in this country.  While eating disorders are a problem for 
society as whole (and probably under-reported because of the shame and lack of motivation for some sufferers to go 
into what is usually a painful and difficult treatment) – they are not as common as anxiety or depression in young 
people.  I make this point because sometimes movies like these mean we start over-stating the prevalence of these 
disorders which I think is also unhelpful – and may even normalize something which is still uncommon. 

2. The movie shows some of the problems and suffering experienced by those with an eating disorder 

The main character looks drawn and haggard (more on this in a minute), with excessive body hair, fainting episodes, 
talks about being hungry and is sometimes anxious and distressed.  The movie doesn’t shy awy from the fact that 
eating disorders are painful. 

3. The movie also clearly shows how distressing an eating disorder can be for family members.   

The very real struggle for families with a family member with an eating disorder is not widely understood.  I liked that 
the movie made family suffering a prominent part of the character’s story. 

4. The movie also shows that treatment is available and can be effective.   

In the movie, several of the characters in the group therapy home seem to be improving which provides a positive 
message about eating disorder treatment.  I’m pleased about this – this could be life saving for those with eating 
disorders who haven’t yet sought treatment.   This is especially important because people with eating disorders often 
don’t get treatment quickly – there is an average of four years between the emergence of eating problems and first 
sessions of therapy.  And the longer people delay getting treatment, the less successful treatment is likely to be.  

On the flip side however, the only people getting treatment in this movie are those who are particularly sick.  I felt 
like this could suggest  that you need to be severely unwell before you can get help – which of course could be a 
particularly dangerous message for some young people who don’t think they are “sick enough” and need to get 
worse first. 

  



 

SO, ALL GOOD THEN?  SHOULD WE START SHOWING THIS MOVIE IN SCHOOLS?  

No.  Unfortunately alongside these positive messages, the movie also contains some unfortunate messages and 
some unhelpful content.  

HERE ARE FIVE BIG PROBLEMS WITH THIS MOVIE. 

1. The movies clearly outlines some of the “methods” of eating disorders 

You could learn a lot from how to develop an eating disorder from this movie if you were so inclined.  For example 
the house group members share tips and tricks to continue to lose weight/binge/purge secretly even while in 
treatment and the main character is repeatedly shown to use a range of strategies to maintain her disorder.   There is 
a real risk that some young people could use this movie as somewhat of a “how to” in eating disorders. 

2. The key character with an eating disorder in the movie is funny, engaging, charismatic, talented and – despite 
looking sick – still conventionally attractive.    

Of course it’s not a crime to be any of these things (and what was I expecting with a Hollywood movie) but I can’t 
help but wish the main character had been older/less conventionally beautiful/with less obvious talent and maybe 
slightly more annoying.  Young people are desperate to be liked, cared for, admired and talented.  I wouldn’t be at 
all surprised to discover that many teens have watched this and feel envious and aspire to be like her. 

3. It doesn't show the extent of the usual kind of suffering experienced by those with an eating disorders.   

Eating disorders are devastating and life destroying (for example, they have the highest mortality rate of any 
psychiatric disorder).  The character in the movie does look troubled at times, but throughout the movie she is often 
happy and making jokes.  She rarely seems as depressed and socially isolated as most of the young people with 
eating disorders I’ve come into contact with. 

4. It doesn't show what's involved in effective treatment. 

In the movie, treatment appears to involve some cosy chats with Keanu Reeves (the strong, single, very attractive and 
very cool male therapist role model – not exactly representative of the kind of psychologists usually involved in 
eating disorder treatment 😊), living in a “party of five” type of fun house with a lot of peer support, some group 
meals where everyone chooses what to eat (this is unconvential for typical eating disorder treatment) and a very 
unsettling bottle feeding routine between the character and her mum towards the end of the movie.  

This is not representative of the kind of evidence based treatment for eating disorders, which suggests that family 
based, cognitive behavioural therapy – over many sessions – is most useful.  Also, from my experience, eating 
disorder treatment involves enduring a lot more tears, anger, panic, guilt and even feelings of disgust for most 
people. 

So in conclusion – I can see four positive messages, and four unhelpful ones.  

However - given the potential danger in exposing young people to these unhelpful messages in this movie, I’d rather 
young people didn’t watch it.  

I believe that for some kids and teens who either have or who are at risk of developing an eating disorder, it could 
quite feasibly trigger jealousy, anxiety about current weight, desire for weight loss and disordered eating behaviour. 

WHAT’S THE SOLUTION? 

Although I’d rather this movie have not been made in the way it has, given that it has – we need to deal with it.  I’m 
not a fan of banning movies altogether for teenagers.  

The outright “no, you can’t watch it” might be appropriate for younger children.  If your younger child asks to watch 
it, and think you it’s unlikely they will be able to sneak onto Netflix later – say no.  Don’t forget to use this as an 
opportunity to talk with them about the issue however.  



 

Say, “this movie is for adults and older teens.  It has some ideas in it which are upsetting and might make you feel 
worried about adult stuff.  If you still want to watch it in a year or two, we can do together.  Let’s watch X together 
instead” 

However if your older child – for example a 16 year plus teenager -  wants to watch it and can’t be distracted by 
another suggestion, ask them if you can watch it together and talk about it afterwards. 

HERE ARE SOME QUESTION IDEAS TO ASK THEM AT THE END OF THE MOVIE: 

• How often do teens want to be thinner? 
• What’s the difference between wanting to be thin and an eating disorder – do you know? 
• How often do teens feel really anxious about food? Their weight? 
• How about you? 
• How realistic do you think this movie is?  In what way is it realistic/unrealistic? 
• I think there are probably a few different things which cause eating disorders – do you have any ideas about 

some of the causes?  
• Do you think the way we think about appearances in our society plays a part in causing eating disorders? 
• Do you think eating disorders are more like an addiction – or more like a anxiety problem? 
• Have you ever felt a bit like the character in the movie? 
• What would you do if you starting to feel like the character in the movie? 

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions – but it will help you identify whether there are any risks you 
need to monitor, and help encourage your teenager to talk with you about their opinions and thoughts. 

HERE ARE SOME IDEAS ABOUT THINGS TO SAY: 

I’ve read that this doesn’t accurately show what it’s like to have an eating disorder.  It seems like it’s a lot more 
complex, and much more painful than what this shows. 

I like that it shows that there is treatment.  I don’t think this is the kind of treatment that is used here in Australia. 
I would worry that it seems like there is something exciting or interesting about having this disorder. 

I would hate you to ever get into that kind of cycle.  I know it would be pretty easy for it to start – it’s so addictive 
for some people to lose weight/throw up/not eat/exercise too much.  Because it’s really easy to get stuck into it, I’m 
going to do what I can to make sure you don’t get stuck in that cycle, 

This last statement reminds kids and teens that as parents/carers it is our job to take charge over eating when 
required.  I’ve written a blog about this here:  but essentially what this means is that kids and teens are not old 
enough to take full control over their diet.  We cannot leave food choices entirely up to young people, they are 
simply not old enough to eat exactly what and when they want. 

If you are finding this particularly difficult – or if you have any concerns about your young person’s eating or exercise 
behaviours - talk to a GP. You can also make an appointment to see a psychologist who specializes in eating 
problems or in dealing with young people.  If they don’t want to go along themselves – you can still go yourself to 
get some support or ideas – you don’t need their permission to do so. 


