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This leaflet will give you suggestions for eating and drinking well during 
your radiotherapy treatment.

The side effects from your radiotherapy treatment may affect your 
ability to eat, so it is important to look after your mouth and throat 
during this time.

If you have swallowing difficulties and your speech and language 
therapist has advised a texture modified diet, you should follow their 
advice. 

If you do not have swallowing difficulties, the information in this 
booklet may be helpful.

If you experience any symptoms which are affecting your appetite and 
intake, it is important you tell your doctor or radiographer as soon as 
possible.
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General advice

• The Eatwell Guide on page 4 can be used to help you follow a 
healthy balanced diet.
 

• Whilst a healthy diet can be beneficial to many people, it is not 
recommended that you change your normal eating pattern at the 
beginning, or during your course of treatment, unless you are 
advised to do so for a specific medical condition.
 

• If you want to change to a ‘healthy’ diet after your treatment has 
been completed, it is advisable to do this gradually.
 

• You may feel tired during treatment so try to make use of 
convenience foods 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 to help with the shopping and 
cooking.
 

• Try to eat regularly, every 2 to 3 hours and try not to miss meals.
 

• You may have to rearrange your eating pattern if you are coming 
for treatment every day. It may be necessary to bring a suitable 
snack and drink with you, particularly if you have to travel a long 
way.
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Fruit and vegetables
Aim for at least 5 portions a day. Use fresh, tinned, frozen or 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 the 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 or 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 sparingly unless you are struggling with 
your weight or appetite.
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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, flavoured waters, 
soda water, tonic water, bitter lemon, dry ginger ale or Lucozade.
 

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

• Lemon, herb or fruit teas, or Bovril-type drinks.
Note: Some fruit juices and herbal teas can interact with 
some medications, please speak to your pharmacist or 
doctor for further advice.
 

• Milk drinks: if your appetite is not as good as normal it may help 
to have a milk drink such as Horlicks, Ovaltine, hot chocolate, 
Build-Up or Complan either at bedtime or during the day.

Please check with your doctor regarding alcohol.
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Taste changes

It is quite common to find that your taste for certain foods changes 
during or after your treatment. Foods may taste bitter or sweet or they 
may not taste of anything at all.

Usually these changes are temporary. The following suggestions may be 
of use. Please note that if you have a sore mouth some of these tips may 
not be suitable.

• Eat the foods you like best.
 

• Add strong flavourings such as 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.
 

• Try marinating meat in either fruit juice or wine, for several hours 
before cooking, or serve with a strong sauce such as sweet and 
sour or curry.
 

• If meat tastes metallic, try alternatives such as fish, cheese, eggs or 
vegetarian dishes with pulses such as peas, beans or lentils.
 

• Try for more savoury foods if foods taste too sweet.
 

• Sharp tasting foods such as fresh fruit, fruit juice and citrus boiled 
sweets may be refreshing and leave a pleasant taste in your 
mouth. Try fresh or tinned grapefruit, pineapple, lemon or orange. 
Some fruit juices can interact with some medications, so please 
speak to your pharmacist for further advice.
 

• Experiment with different foods regularly as your taste may 
change throughout your treatment.
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Mouthcare

• Make sure you follow the advice given to you by the radiographers 
and doctors on the care of your mouth, teeth and gums.

• Good mouth care can reduce the risk of infection.
• If you smoke, try to stop as this may also improve your taste and 

help to ensure you eat enough.

If you have a sore mouth

• You may manage better with easy to chew foods such as cottage 
pie, flaked fish in sauce, soups and puddings.

• Keep your food moist by adding extra sauces or gravy.
• Avoid rough textured foods such as toast.
• Drink plenty of fluids such as water, warm tea, coffee or milky 

drinks.

If you have a dry mouth

• Regular sips of water can help if you have a dry mouth.
• Sweets and gums may help to stimulate saliva production.
• You may find it useful to bring a bottle of water with you when 

you are having your treatment.
• Avoid dry foods like crackers and bread (or try with plenty of 

fluids). Go for moist foods such as yoghurt, ice-cream or milky 
puddings.

• Try to have plenty of sauces or gravies with your food.
• Artificial saliva products may help. Speak to your doctor, nurse or 

radiographer for advice.
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If your appetite is reduced

• You may find it easier to eat small amounts every 2 to 3 hours 
instead of sitting down to a large meal.

• Have nourishing snacks (such as those listed) instead of full meals.
• Try having a rest after a meal or have pudding a little later.
• You may find that easy to chew foods (such as yoghurt, custard, 

soup or mashed potato) are easier to eat and take less effort.
• Choose nourishing fluids such as full fat milk, milkshakes and 

soups.

Suggestions for nourishing meals

• Meats: soft, tender or minced meat may be easier to manage. 
Thinly sliced cooked, tinned or potted meat can be used. Braise, 
stew or slow cook meats. Try adding to soup.

• Fish: cook in milk or serve with a sauce. Try “boil in the bag” and 
use packet, tinned or bottled sauces for convenience.

• Cheese: try dishes such as macaroni cheese, cauliflower cheese or 
omelettes. Add cheese to potatoes, beans or soup.

• Milk: go for full cream milk and use to make puddings, drinks, 
porridge, soups and sauces. Try adding evaporated milk or cream 
to porridge, milk puddings or sponge puddings.

• Vegetables: cook well and serve with plenty of butter or 
margarine or try adding grated cheese on top.

• Pasta: small pasta shapes, rings or hoops added to soups, 
casseroles or used instead of potatoes. Fresh, dried or tinned can 
be used.

• Puddings: milk puddings, either home-made, canned or in 
cartons, ready made trifles and desserts, thick and creamy 
yoghurts, fromage frais, sponge puddings, fruit with cream or 
evaporated milk.

• Liquidised or pureed meals: if you require food to be of this 
consistency, please ask to see the dietician for further information.
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Suggestions for nourishing snacks/light meals

• Sandwiches with cheese, meat, fish or peanut butter fillings.
• Toasties with fillings such as baked beans, sardines or cheese.
• Tinned spaghetti with poached/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 fillings such as cheese, beans or egg 

mayonnaise, and butter or margarine.
• Pancakes with savoury ham or 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, fromage frais, sponge puddings, frozen canned or fresh 
fruit with cream or evaporated milk.
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Do I need to follow a special diet?

There is no scientific evidence to show that following a certain diet will 
cure cancer. Many of these special diets are expensive and take a lot of 
time to prepare.

Some diets, such as those termed alternative diets, can be low in energy 
and protein and very high in fibre. Eating such a restricted diet can often 
result in loss of weight.

Do I need extra nourishment?

If you are not eating your normal amounts of food, ask the 
radiographers to provide you with information.

It is important to try to maintain your weight during your treatment. If 
you are struggling to maintain your weight, please speak to the 
radiographer who may refer you on to the dietitian.

Do I need special advice as a vegetarian?

If you follow a vegetarian or vegan diet, it is important to eat a balanced 
diet and include enough ‘energy’ and ‘protein’ foods. Refer to the chart 
on page 4. Protein foods are important and include milk, milk products, 
eggs, nuts, lentils, beans, Quorn and Quorn products, soya, soya 
products and tofu.

Do I need extra vitamins and minerals?

If you are eating a wide variety of foods then you will probably be having 
all the vitamins and minerals that you require. Remember, it can be 
harmful to take too much of some vitamins and minerals. If you do feel 
that you want to take a supplement, speak to your doctor or the 
hospital pharmacist about the suitability and if possible try to take a 
multi-vitamin/mineral supplement.
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