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Introduction

We hope that this leaflet will give you suggestions for eating and 
drinking well during your course of chemotherapy treatment. Many 
patients do not have any problems with their food intake, whilst others 
may experience temporary problems.

It is possible that you may lose your appetite. This should be temporary 
and once it has returned, you should aim to return to a more usual 
eating pattern.

Sometimes you may feel sick or have diarrhoea, constipation or a sore 
mouth. This is due to your digestive system being affected by the 
chemotherapy. If you do have any of these symptoms, it is important to 
tell your doctor or nurse as soon as possible, so that we can give you 
some medication. Other symptoms that you may experience are taste 
changes or altered smell.

General advice

• The Eatwell Guide on the next page gives an idea of the number 
of servings you need from each food group to make sure that your 
diet is well balanced.

• Make use of your 'good days' to eat and drink well.
• Try to eat regularly even if you are only managing small amounts. 

Snacks between meals are a good idea when your appetite is 
reduced.

• You may feel tired during treatment so try to make use of 
convenience foods, easier cooking methods and ready prepared 
meals.

• Make sure that your store cupboard or freezer is well stocked with 
tinned, frozen or easily prepared foods.

• Ask your friends and relatives for help with the shopping and 
cooking.
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Fruit and vegetables 
Aim for at least 5 portions a day. Use fresh, tinned, frozen and dried 
varieties.

Don't worry if you aren't always able to manage 5 portions every day, 
especially if your appetite is poor.

Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy foods 
Try to include a portion at every meal. Choosing wholegrain varieties 
may help to improve symptoms of constipation.

Beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins 
Try to include 2 portions of these foods each day.

Dairy and dairy alternatives 
Try to have 3 portions of these foods each day. If your appetite is poor, 
choose full fat varieties.

Oils and spreads 
Try to choose unsaturated fats such as vegetable oil, rapeseed oil, olive 
oil spread and sunflower margarine.

Foods high in fat, salt and sugar 
These include foods such as biscuits, chocolate, sweets, full sugar soft 
drinks and ice cream. Try to eat these sparingly unless your appetite has 
reduced or you are experiencing unplanned weight loss.
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Drinks

Make sure that you drink sufficient fluids, at least 6 to 8 cups or 
glasses every day. 

It is quite common to go off tea, coffee or chocolate but do experiment 
with other drinks. It is important to find a drink which you enjoy.

Here are some suggestions:

• Slightly carbonated drinks: mineral water, soda water, tonic 
water, bitter lemon, dry ginger ale or Lucozade. 

• Fruit squashes such as lime, barley water, grapefruit or lemon, 
served chilled with ice-cubes and sipped slowly through a straw.

• Try lemon, herb or fruit teas or Bovril-type drinks. 
Please note, some fruit juices and herbal teas can interact 
with some medications, so please speak to your pharmacist 
or doctor for further advice.

Meal patterns

• If your appetite is reduced, you may find it easier to eat smaller 
meals and nourishing snacks every 2 to 3 hours, rather than trying 
to eat large meals.

• Have your pudding a little while after your meal.
• Sometimes you may find that easy to chew foods such as 

puddings, yoghurts and mashed potato are easier to eat and take 
less effort.

Try to include nutritious drinks such as full cream milk, milkshakes, hot 
chocolate, or malted milk drinks between meals.

Complan or Meritene soups and shakes are available from most 
supermarkets and chemists and may be useful on days when your 
appetite is poor.
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Suggestions for nourishing snacks 

• Sandwiches, with cheese, meat, fish or peanut butter fillings.
• Toasties, with various fillings such as baked beans, tuna 

mayonnaise or cheese.
• Tinned spaghetti with poached or fried egg (well cooked) or 

cheese.
• Omelette (well cooked) with ham or grated cheese.
• Cream soup with grated cheese or finely chopped meat.
• Meat soup with dumplings.
• Jacket potato with filling such as cheese, beans or egg mayonnaise 

and butter or margarine.
• Pancakes with savoury ham and cheese filling.
• Pizza or quiche slice.
• Cereal with full fat milk and sugar, or porridge with cream and 

honey.

Puddings

• Whole milk puddings either home-made, canned or in cartons
• Ready made trifles and desserts
• Thick and creamy yoghurts or fromage frais
• Sponge puddings
• Frozen, canned or fresh fruit with cream or evaporated milk.
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Tips for taste changes

It is quite common to find that your taste for certain foods changes 
during or after treatment. Usually this will only be for a short time.

If you have a sore mouth, some of these tips may not be suitable.

• Eat the foods you like best.
• Sharp tasting foods are often more refreshing. These include fresh 

fruit (especially grapefruit), lemon flavour, stewed fruits such as 
rhubarb, gooseberries, tropical fruits and melon.

• Add strong flavoured herbs and spices to stewed meats and 
gravies. These include oregano, basil, tarragon, mint, garlic, 
mustard, black pepper, paprika, pepper, nutmeg, Worcester 
sauce, soy sauce, vinegar and bottled sauces.

• Soak meat in either wine, lemon or orange juice, add lemon or 
grapefruit juice or a marinade for several hours before cooking.*

• Try Chinese food dishes or highly seasoned spicy foods such as 
curries.

• Try alternatives for meat if this is not your favourite food. These 
include fish, cheese, eggs, tofu or vegetarian dishes with pulse 
vegetables such as peas, beans or lentils.

• Add lemon or grapefruit juice to tinned fruit, fresh fruit salad, 
stewed apple, lemon and syrup to sweet pancakes.*

• Mix fruits such as gooseberries and rhubarb with custard or milk 
puddings.

• Add spices such as nutmeg or cinnamon to milk puddings.

* Some fruit juices can interact with some medications, please 
speak to your pharmacist or doctor for further advice.
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Tips for mouth care

• Make sure you follow any instructions you are given about the 
care of your mouth, as this can affect the taste of your food. Please 
ask your nurse for further information.

• If you smoke, try to stop as this will improve your taste for food.

If you have a sore mouth: 

• Drink plenty of non-irritating fluids. These include water, warm 
tea, coffee or milky drinks.

• Avoid very hot liquids and very cold drinks.
• Eat easy to chew foods such as soups and puddings.
• Add plenty of gravy to meats.
• Cook foods such as fish in white or cheese sauce.
• You may need a nutritionally complete supplement drink, please 

ask to see the dietitian for further information.

Tips for nausea and vomiting

• Avoid preparing foods if possible.
• Avoid the smell of cooking.
• Try cold foods such as salads or sandwiches.
• Eat a light meal or snack before treatment.
• Avoid drinking just before and while you are eating.
• Avoid fried or fatty foods.
• Don't lie down just after eating.
• Drink liquids slowly, you may find it helpful to use a straw for cold 

drinks.

If prescribed, make sure you try to use anti-sickness medicines as 
recommended. Often they should be taken before a meal. Check with 
your doctor or pharmacist for more advice.
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Tips if you have diarrhoea

• Aim to drink 3 litres (6 pints) of fluid each day.
• If you have diarrhoea for more than 24 hours, contact a doctor.

Tips if you have constipation

• Make sure you are drinking plenty of fluids. Aim for at least 2 litres 
a day.

• Try to include some fibre in your diet. Include some fruits, 
vegetables and wholegrain cereals if you are able to manage 
them.

Do I need extra nourishment?

• Make sure you are making the best use of the foods you are able 
to eat. Please ask for further information about adding extra 
nourishment to everyday foods.
 

• If you are not eating your normal amounts of food and are losing 
weight, you may need nutritional supplements. Some of these can 
be bought over the counter from most chemists.

If you would like to know more about these, please ask for the 
'Supplementing a poor appetite' booklet.
 

• If you continue to struggle, please ask to see the dietitian who may 
be able to offer advice on nutritional supplements available on 
prescription.
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Do I need special advice as a vegetarian/vegan?

If you follow a vegetarian or vegan diet, make sure that you have the 
appropriate information about your diet.

It is important for you to eat the right amount of 'energy' and 'protein' 
foods. Look at the Eatwell Guide for these. Protein foods include eggs, 
nuts, lentils, beans, Quorn products, soya, soya products and tofu.

You may also need some additional vitamin and mineral supplements. 
If in doubt, ask to see the dietitian for further advice.

Healthy eating and weight control

If you have concerns about putting on weight during your treatment 
please discuss this with the doctor. You may wish to request 'Healthy 
Eating' advice from your clinic.
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