




























Eating Well 
Through 
Cancer 
Treatment
Vicki Pepper, MS RD



Good Nutrition Helps
✓You’ll feel better and have more energy 

✓Keeps you strong/ resilient 

✓Decreases your risks of malnutrition 

• Increased calorie burning with 
presence of cancer

• Malnutrition can interfere with 
treatment 

• Delay wound healing

• WBCs too low→ delay chemo

• Post Operative complications



Ways to get the most from foods and drinks 

✓ During treatment, you may have good days and bad days when it comes to 
what you are able to eat. Here are some ways to manage: 

✓ Eat plenty of protein and calories when you can. 
✓ Eat when you have the biggest appetite. You may want to eat a bigger meal when 

you are feeling your best and drink liquid meal replacements when your appetite 
is low. 

✓ Eat the foods that sound good, even if it’s the same thing again and again. 
✓ Do not worry if you cannot eat at all some days. Spend this time finding other 

ways to feel better and start eating when you can.
✓ Drink plenty of liquids. It is even more important to get plenty to drink on days 

when you cannot eat. Keep a water bottle nearby



Ideas for caregivers 

✓ Your loved one’s food preferences change from day to day. 

✓ Keep food within easy reach so they can snack whenever they are 
ready to eat. 

✓ Pack snacks : applesauce, diced fruit along with 
a spoon on the bedside table; roasted nuts cut-up 
fruits and vegetables in the refrigerator with dips 
for extra calories and protein. Carrots with hummus, 
apples with peanut butter. 

✓ Offer gentle support rather than pushing your 
loved one to eat. 

✓ Suggest that they drink plenty of clear and full 
liquids when they have no appetite









Consider Keeping  a food 
and symptom journal

• Keep track of intake

• Plan meal timing



Healthy diet

Physical activity

Getting through 
treatment 

STRIVE FOR BALANCE!

Maximize your food 
choices

Ensure tolerance

Maintain weight

Minimize 
complications 



HYDRATION!

✓Extremely important 

✓Poor appetite → Dry mouth→ risk for 
dehydration

✓Nausea/Vomiting/Diarrhea → RISK for 
Dehydration 

✓Fluid shifts/ edema → low electrolytes/ 
lab values (chronic conditions) 

✓Hospital admission 



Best and worst hydration options
BEST
• Water

• Milk – plant-based milks such as soymilk can have 
protein, vitamins, minerals as well as fluid

• Fruit infused water – can give you a shot of flavor 
with vitamins, minerals, antioxidants

• *Smoothies – as long as all ingredients are mainly 
from whole foods, great for both hydration and 
getting nutrition in an east to digest manner

• Tea – herbal teas such as chamomile, peppermint 
and ginger can have a calming/ comforting affect 
when warm

• Coconut water – natural source of electrolytes and 
fiber

• Sports drinks – in a pinch these can provide fluid, 
electrolytes and energy

NOT AS GOOD

• Soda – beverages high in processed sugar may 
provide fluid but can actually make some GI 
upset worse

• Sugar sweetened beverages – see soda above

• Energy drinks – apart from some synthetic 
vitamins will usually have high amounts of 
caffeine and other questionable substances.

• Alcohol – highly dehydrating, interacts with 
medications, puts stress on the liver when it is 
metabolized, and overall, NEVER a good 
choice for hydration



Side effects from treatment 
can lead to eating problems 

✓ appetite loss

✓ changes in sense of taste or smell

✓ constipation or diarrhea 

✓ dry mouth

✓ lactose intolerance 

✓ nausea 

✓ sore mouth and/or throat and trouble 
swallowing 

✓ vomiting 

✓ weight gain or weight loss 



Ways to Manage 
Loss of appetite

✓ Drink a protein shake, smoothie or milkshake, when it is 
hard to eat.

✓ Eat 5 or 6 smaller meals each day instead of 3 large 
meals. Eat larger meals when you feel well and are rested. 

✓ Keep snacks nearby for when you feel like eating
✓ Add extra protein and calories to your diet
✓ Drink liquids throughout the day—especially when you 

do not want to eat. If you have trouble remembering to 
drink, set a timer to remind you to take frequent sips. 

✓ Choose liquids that add calories and other nutrients. 
Examples include juice, soup, and milk and soy-based 
drinks with protein. 

✓ Eat a small bedtime snack. 
✓ Change the form of a food. For instance, you might make 

a fruit milkshake instead of eating a piece of fruit. 
✓ Eat soft, cool, or frozen foods. Examples include yogurt, 

milkshakes, and popsicles. 
✓ During meals, sip only small amounts of liquids. 









✓ Drink plenty of liquids. Drink at least 8 cups of liquids each day. 
One cup is equal to 8 ounces. 

✓ Drink hot liquids. coffee, tea, and soup can help relieve 
constipation. 

✓ Eat high-fiber foods. These include whole grain breads and 
cereals, dried fruits, and cooked dried beans or peas If you are 
not used to eating fiber, go slowly, adding a little bit each day. 

✓ People with certain types of cancer should not eat a lot of fiber, 
so check with your doctor before adding fiber to your diet. 

✓ Keep a record of your bowel movements. Show this to your 
doctor or nurse and talk about what is normal for you. This 
record can be used to figure out whether you have constipation. 

✓ Be active each day. Being active can help prevent and relieve 
constipation. Talk with your doctor about how active you should 
be and what kind of exercise to do.

✓ If you have not had a bowel movement in 2 to 3 days talk to 
your provider. 

Ways to Manage 
Constipation
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Diarrhea 

✓Drink plenty of fluids to replace those you lose from 
diarrhea and prevent dehydration i.e. water, ginger ale, 
and sports drinks such as Gatorade and Propel. 

✓ Let carbonated drinks lose their fizz before you drink 
them.

✓ Add extra water if drinks make you thirsty or sick to your 
stomach. 

✓ Eat 5 or 6 small meals each day instead of 3 large meals. 
✓ Eat foods and drink liquids that are high in sodium and 

potassium i.e. (for sodium) bouillon, fat-free broth, or 
sports beverages such as Gatorade or Propel; (potassium) 
bananas, tomatoes, and baked, boiled, or mashed 
potatoes. 

✓ Eat low-fiber foods. Low-fiber foods include plain or 
vanilla yogurt, white toast, and white rice. 

✓ Eat foods and drink liquids at room temperature, 
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Avoid foods or drinks that can make diarrhea worse. 

✓ Avoid foods high in fiber, such as whole wheat breads and pasta 
✓ Avoid drinks that have a lot of sugar, such as regular soda and 

fruit punch 
✓ Avoid very hot or very cold drinks 
✓ Limit or avoid greasy, fatty, or fried foods, such as French fries 

and hamburgers 
✓ Limit foods and drinks that can cause gas, such as cooked dried 

beans and raw fruits and vegetables
✓ Avoid diary products, unless they are low-lactose or lactose-free 
✓ Avoid beer, wine, and other types of alcohol 
✓ Avoid spicy foods, such as pepper, hot sauce, salsa, and chili 
✓ foods or drinks with caffeine, such as regular coffee, tea, some sodas, and chocolate 
✓ Sugar –free Gums, mints or candy sweetened with xylitol or sorbitol
✓ Drink only clear liquids for 12 to 14 hours after a bout of diarrhea. 
✓ Doing so allows your bowels to rest and helps replace lost fluids. 



Dry Mouth
✓ Sip water throughout the day. 
✓ Carry water a bottle. 
✓ Eat and drink very sweet or tart foods and drinks (such 

as lemonade). But if you have a sore mouth or throat, 
avoid tart foods and drinks as they might make these 
problems worse. 

✓ Chew gum or suck on hard candy, frozen fruit, popsicles, 
and ice chips. 

✓ If you also have diarrhea, check with your dietitian 
before using sugar-free products as some sweeteners 
can make it worse. 

✓ Eat foods that are easy to swallow. Try pureed cooked 
foods or soups. 

✓ Moisten food with sauce, gravy, or salad dressing to 
make it easier to swallow. 
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✓ Sleep with a humidifier at night. 
✓Rinse your mouth every 1 to 2 hours with a saltwater 

rinse. There are many recipes for such a rinse, but an 
example would be to mix 1/4 teaspoon baking soda 
and 1/8 teaspoon salt with 1 cup warm water. Then, 
rinse with plain water. 

✓Avoid drinking alcohol, including beer and wine, as 
alcohol can make your mouth even drier 

✓Avoid foods that can hurt your mouth, such as very 
spicy, sour, salty, hard, or crunchy foods 

✓Avoid mouthwash that contains alcohol 
✓Avoid tobacco products and secondhand smoke 



Sore Mouth and/or Throat and Trouble Swallowing 

✓ Choose foods that are easy to chew. Certain foods can hurt a sore mouth and make it 
harder to chew and swallow. 

✓ Choose soft foods such as milkshakes, scrambled eggs, and custards. 
✓ Cook foods until they are soft and tender. 
✓Moisten and soften foods with gravy, sauces, broth, or yogurt. 
✓ Cut food into small pieces. You can also puree foods using a blender or food processor. 
✓ Drink with a straw. This can help push the drinks beyond the painful parts of your mouth. 
✓ Eat with a very small spoon, such as a baby spoon. This will help you take smaller bites, 

which may be easier to chew. 
✓ Eat cold or room-temperature food. Your mouth may hurt more if food is too hot. Î
✓ Suck on ice chips. Ice may help numb and soothe your mouth. 
✓ Avoid foods and drinks that can hurt when your mouth is sore, such as • citrus fruits and 

juices, such as oranges, lemons, and lemonade • spicy foods, such as hot sauces, curry 
dishes, salsa, and chili peppers • tomatoes and ketchup • salty foods • raw vegetables • 
sharp, crunchy foods, such as granola, crackers, and potato and tortilla chips • drinks that 
contain alcohol 





Lactose Intolerance 

✓ Prepare your own low-lactose or lactose-
free foods. 

✓ Choose lactose-free or low-lactose milk 
products. Most grocery stores have 
products, such as milk and ice cream, 
labeled “lactose-free” or “low-lactose.” 

✓ Try milk substitutes, such as milk, yogurt, 
or ice cream made from soy, almond, oat, 
coconut, or rice. 

✓ Choose milk products that are naturally 
low in lactose. Hard cheeses, such as 
cheddar, and yogurt are less likely to cause 
problems. 





Nausea 

✓ Eat foods that are easy on your stomach, such as 
bananas, rice, applesauce and toast. 

✓ Try lemon, lime, or other tart-flavored foods. Y
✓ Eat 5 or 6 small meals each day instead of 3 large 

meals. 
✓ Do not skip meals and snacks. Even if you do not 

feel hungry, you should still eat. For many people, 
having an empty stomach makes nausea worse.

✓ Choose foods that appeal to you. Do not force 
yourself to eat any food that makes you feel sick. 
At the same time, do not eat your favorite foods, 
so you don’t link them to feeling sick.

✓ Sip only small amounts of liquids during meals. 
Eating and drinking at the same time can make 
you feel bloated.



Here are some ways to help reduce food 
smells: 

• serve foods at room temperature 

• keep foods covered 

• use cups with lids (such as travel mugs) 

• drink through a straw 

• use a kitchen fan when cooking 

• cook outdoors 

• when cooking, lift lids away from you 

• Eat with plastic forks and spoons. If 
you have a metal taste in your mouth, 
eating with plastic forks and spoons can 
help. If you enjoy eating with chopsticks, 
those might help, too. Also, try cooking 
foods in glass pots and pans instead of 
metal ones. 



Vomiting

✓ Do not have anything to eat or drink until your 
vomiting stops. 

✓ Once the vomiting stops, drink small amounts of 
clear liquids, such as water or bouillon. Be sure 
to start slowly and take little sips at a time.  

✓ Once you can drink clear liquids without 
vomiting, try full-liquid foods and drinks or those 
that are easy on your stomach. You can slowly 
add back solid foods when you start feeling 
better

Soups, clear broth (such as chicken, vegetable, or 
beef) all kinds (strain or puree, if needed), except 
those made with foods that cause gas, such as 
dried beans and peas, broccoli, or cabbage

Clear carbonated drinks that have lost their fizz 
cranberry or grape juice 
fruit-flavored drinks 
fruit punch 
sports drinks 
tea 
vegetable juices 
water 
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Helpful resource 
recipes and strategies

https://www.cancer.gov/publication

s/patienteducation/eatinghints.pdf

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.cancer.gov/publications/patienteducation/eatinghints.pdf__;!!BZ50a36bapWJ!qOAqEavKnMOx5jUechGOJVZI2hxRHECzs95sijpsxigTICjXZy6oQ1LavU7HT-Dup-mTapvGXvQYjceT6jA$


Myth Debunking

• “Vegan is the only way!”

• Paleo, Carnivore, Keto, Pegan, liquid, etc

• “Avoid sugar at all costs!”

• “Take this supplement...”

• Organic/ Non-Organic approach



In summary…

• Maintaining balanced nutrition 
is essential to health and 
improved cancer treatment 
outcomes

• Nutritional needs are specific to 
the individual and can change as 
your medical status changes

• Meeting with a Registered 
Dietitian Nutritionist and 
keeping a food and symptom 
journal can help you stay on top 
of your nutritional needs! 



Nutrition After 
Your Treatment

✓Eat lots of colorful fruits and 
vegetables 

✓Healthy Fats = nuts, avocados, 
olives, olive oil, butter. Avoid 
trans fats, too much seed oils.

✓¾ of your plate should come 
from whole-food plant sources.



We are here for you!




