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What to eat when you have cancer is a question that many patients and their families
grapple with upon diagnosis. The dietary choices made during cancer treatment can
significantly impact a patient's overall health, treatment side effects, and recovery.
Although there is no one-size-fits-all approach to nutrition in cancer care, understanding the
fundamental principles of a balanced diet can empower patients to make informed choices
that support their well-being.

Understanding the Role of Nutrition in Cancer
Care

Nutrition plays a critical role in cancer treatment and recovery. It can help:

- Strengthen the Immune System: A well-nourished body is better equipped to fight
infections and recover from treatments.

- Maintain Strength and Energy: Cancer treatments can lead to fatigue, making it essential
to consume energy-dense foods.

- Minimize Treatment Side Effects: Certain foods may help alleviate side effects such as
nausea, vomiting, and loss of appetite.

- Support Tissue Repair and Healing: Nutrients are crucial for the body's healing processes,
especially after surgery or during recovery from chemotherapy and radiation.

General Dietary Guidelines for Cancer Patients

While individual needs may vary based on the type of cancer, treatment plan, and personal
preferences, several general guidelines can serve as a foundation for healthy eating:



1. Focus on Whole Foods

Whole foods are minimally processed and rich in nutrients. Aim to include:

- Fruits and Vegetables: Aim for a variety of colors and types. They are packed with
vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants that help combat inflammation and oxidative stress.

- Whole Grains: Include foods like brown rice, quinoa, oats, and whole grain bread, which
provide fiber and essential nutrients.

- Lean Proteins: Sources such as chicken, turkey, fish, legumes, and tofu can help maintain
muscle mass and support recovery.

2. Stay Hydrated

Proper hydration is vital, especially during cancer treatment. Dehydration can exacerbate
symptoms and reduce the effectiveness of certain therapies. Consider:

- Drinking water, herbal teas, and broths.
- Consuming hydrating foods like cucumbers, watermelon, and oranges.

3. Incorporate Healthy Fats

Healthy fats can provide a concentrated source of energy. Include:

- Avocados: Rich in monounsaturated fats and vitamins.

- Nuts and Seeds: Almonds, walnuts, chia seeds, and flaxseeds can boost your caloric intake
and provide essential fatty acids.

- Olive Oil: A great source of healthy fats that can be used in cooking or as a salad dressing.

4. Limit Processed Foods and Sugars

Highly processed foods often lack essential nutrients and can contribute to inflammation.
Try to minimize:

- Sugary snacks and beverages.

- Fast food and convenience meals.
- Foods high in unhealthy fats, such as fried items.

Specific Nutritional Needs During Treatment

During cancer treatment, patients may experience specific challenges, such as nausea, loss
of appetite, or changes in taste. Here are some suggestions for managing these issues:



1. Nausea and Vomiting

If nausea is a concern, consider these tips:

- Eat Small, Frequent Meals: Consuming smaller amounts of food throughout the day can
help ease nausea.

- Choose Bland Foods: Foods like crackers, toast, and bananas may be easier to tolerate.

- Stay Away from Strong Odors: Avoid cooking or eating foods with strong smells, as they
may trigger nausea.

2. Loss of Appetite

To stimulate appetite, try:

- Nutrient-Dense Snacks: Opt for high-calorie snacks like smoothies, nut butter, or energy
bars.

- Appealing Presentation: Make meals visually appealing to entice eating.

- Involve Favorite Foods: Incorporate favorite flavors and dishes, even if they are not
necessarily the healthiest options.

3. Changes in Taste and Smell

If food tastes different, consider:
- Experimenting with Herbs and Spices: Use herbs and spices to enhance flavors.

- Serving Foods at Different Temperatures: Some patients find that cold foods are more
palatable than hot ones.

Foods to Include in Your Diet

Here is a list of beneficial foods that may support health during cancer treatment:

1. Leafy Greens: Spinach, kale, and Swiss chard are rich in vitamins and minerals.

2. Cruciferous Vegetables: Broccoli, cauliflower, and Brussels sprouts contain
compounds thought to have anti-cancer properties.

3. Lean Proteins: Chicken, turkey, fish, and plant-based proteins like lentils and beans.
4. Whole Grains: Brown rice, quinoa, oats, and whole grain bread.

5. Fruits: Berries, oranges, apples, and bananas for a mix of vitamins and fiber.



6. Healthy Fats: Avocados, nuts, seeds, and olive oil.

Foods to Avoid

While many foods can be beneficial, certain items may need to be limited or avoided,
depending on individual circumstances:

Processed Meats: Bacon, hot dogs, and deli meats can contain preservatives and
additives.

Refined Sugars: Cakes, candies, and sugary drinks may contribute to inflammation.

Alcohol: Limit or avoid, as it can interfere with treatment and recovery.

Fried Foods: High in unhealthy fats and calories, they may not support overall
health.

Consulting with a Nutritionist

Navigating dietary changes during cancer treatment can be overwhelming. Consulting with
a registered dietitian or nutritionist specialized in oncology can provide personalized
guidance tailored to individual needs. They can help:

- Develop a meal plan that meets nutritional requirements.
- Suggest recipes and cooking methods that make eating enjoyable.
- Address specific concerns related to treatment side effects.

Conclusion

In summary, what to eat when you have cancer is a multifaceted question that requires
careful consideration of individual needs and preferences. A balanced diet rich in whole
foods, healthy fats, and adequate hydration can support patients through treatment and
recovery. While it’s important to focus on nutrition, remember that mental and emotional
well-being are equally crucial during this challenging time. Engaging with loved ones,
seeking support, and enjoying meals together can foster a positive environment that
nourishes both body and soul.



Frequently Asked Questions

What types of foods should | focus on when | have
cancer?

Focus on a diet rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins, and healthy fats. Aim
for a variety of colors and types to ensure you get a wide range of nutrients.

Are there specific foods that can help boost my immune
system during cancer treatment?

Foods high in antioxidants, such as berries, leafy greens, nuts, and seeds, can help support
your immune system. Additionally, consider incorporating garlic, ginger, and turmeric for
their anti-inflammatory properties.

Should | avoid sugar completely while undergoing
cancer treatment?

While it's a good idea to limit added sugars, completely avoiding sugar is not necessary.
Focus on reducing processed sugars and instead choose natural sources like fruits for
sweetness.

How can | manage nausea and loss of appetite during
chemotherapy?

Try eating small, frequent meals and opting for bland foods like crackers, toast, or bananas.
Ginger tea or peppermint can also help soothe nausea.

Is it important to stay hydrated during cancer
treatment?

Yes, staying hydrated is crucial. Aim to drink plenty of fluids, such as water, herbal teas,
and broths, to help manage side effects and maintain overall health.

Can certain foods help with cancer recovery?

Yes, foods rich in protein, such as lean meats, eggs, dairy, legumes, and nuts, can aid in
tissue repair and recovery. Omega-3 fatty acids from fish and flaxseed may also support
healing.

What role do supplements play in a cancer diet?

Supplements can be helpful if you're unable to meet your nutritional needs through food
alone. However, it's important to consult with a healthcare provider before starting any
supplements to avoid interactions with treatments.
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EAT - The science-based global platform for food system ...
We are dedicated to transforming our global food system through sound science, impatient
disruption and novel partnerships.

Om EAT
EAT er en global, ideell organisasjon som jobber med a transformere det globale matsystemet
gjennom forskning, nytenking og samarbeid.
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EAT Stockholm Food Forum 2025

The EAT Stockholm Food Forum is back. Welcome to the official webpage for the EAT Stockholm
Food Forum 2025, the global platform where knowledge meets action to shape a healthy,
sustainable, and just food future. The EAT Stockholm Food Forum is a carefully curated event, open
to up to 700 participants by invitation only.

The Planetary Health Diet - EAT

The EAT-Lancet Commission presents a global planetary health diet that is healthy for both people
and planet. Discover the report’s key takeaways and specific actions that we all can take to
contribute to the Great Food Transformation.

The EAT-Lancet Commission on Food, Planet, Health
The EAT-Lancet Commission delivered a scientific review of what constitutes a healthy diet from a
sustainable food system. Find out more here.
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2025 EAT-Lancet Commission

The 2025 EAT-Lancet Commission, co-chaired by Walter Willett, Johan Rockstrom, and Shakuntala
Thilsted, brings together 24 Commissioners from 17 countries across various fields including human
health, agriculture and livestock production, political science, behaviour change, food justice and
environmental sustainability.
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About EAT EAT is the science-based global platform for food system transformation. Our Purpose
EAT is a non-profit dedicated to transforming our global food system through sound science,
impatient disruption and novel partnerships.

EAT - The science-based global platform for food system tran...
We are dedicated to transforming our global food system through sound science, impatient
disruption and ...

Om EAT
EAT er en global, ideell organisasjon som jobber med a transformere det globale matsystemet
gjennom ...
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EAT Stockholm Food Forum 2025
The EAT Stockholm Food Forum is back. Welcome to the official webpage for the EAT Stockholm
Food Forum 2025, the ...

The Planetary Health Diet - EAT

The EAT-Lancet Commission presents a global planetary health diet that is healthy for both people
and planet. ...

Discover what to eat when you have cancer to support your health and well-being. Learn more about
nourishing foods and tips for managing treatment side effects.
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