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Chemotherapy Nutrition Tips 

During Treatment 

Changes in appetite         

If your appetite is small, eating little and often can be better than facing a large meal. 

• Eat five to six small meals or snacks each day instead of three big meals. 
• Drink milkshakes, smoothies, juice or soup if you don’t feel like eating solid foods. 
• Increase your appetite by doing something active if you feel able. For example, 

going for a short walk before lunch. 
• Avoid drinking too much liquid before or during meals as this will decrease your 

appetite. 
• Spice up your meals with herbs and spices – as sometimes you get a funny taste in 

your mouth. 

You may find you eat more because some of the drugs given during treatment stimulate 
your appetite. If you’re worried about gaining weight: 

• choose low-fat foods and drinks 
• eat plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables 
• be aware of the sugar content of some ‘diet’ foods, and avoid sugary drinks. 

Constipation 

Eating and drinking less, doing less activity and some medications can lead to 
constipation. Your specialist team may prescribe you laxatives to help with this. 

Eating high-fibre foods can help. High-fibre foods include: 

• wholemeal bread 
• high-fibre breakfast cereal 
• beans and lentils 
• fresh and dried fruit 
• oats and linseeds (which can help constipation, while reducing wind and bloating). 

You should drink plenty of fluid and do regular, gentle exercise such as walking. 

Diarrhoea 

Occasionally, some chemotherapy drugs cause diarrhoea. If this is a problem, try to: 

• reduce the amount of fibre you eat (this can be helped by peeling fruit and 
vegetables so that you still get the nutrition, but less fibre) 

• eat small amounts of fruit and vegetables 
• drink plenty of fluid.  

Contact your chemotherapy team if your diarrhoea continues. Your GP (local doctor) or 
specialist can also prescribe medication if needed.  
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After Treatment 

If you’ve put on weight 

Some people put on weight during and after treatment, which can be distressing. We put 
on weight when the amount of calories we eat is more than the amount of calories we 
burn through normal everyday activities and exercise. 

This may be due to: 

• the side effects of some drugs, which increase appetite 
• your body retaining fluid 
• being less active than usual 
• natural or early menopause which makes you more likely to put on weight, 

particularly around the waist. 

Some tips to help you to lose weight: 

• Reduce your portion sizes. 
• Eat at least five portions of fruit and vegetables a day – organic would be best, but do 

make sure you wash your vegetables thoroughly. 
• Choose wholegrain varieties of bread, pasta and cereals – brown everthing and choose 

sweet potatoes over white. 
• Use lower-fat dairy foods, such as skimmed or semi-skimmed milk or lower-fat cheese such 

as feta, reduced-fat cheddar or cottage cheese – for your calcium intake. 
• Go for lean cuts of meat and trim off as much fat as possible. 
• Include beans and pulses in your diet – great source of fibre and plant protein. 
• Limit the amount of alcohol you drink. 
• Keep biscuits, cakes, chocolate and crisps only as occasional treats. 
• Take care when eating out, and remember that takeaways can be high in fat and calories. 

If you’ve lost weight 

If you’ve lost weight during your treatment, some simple changes to your diet can help. To 
maintain or put on weight, you need to take on more calories and more protein. You can 
do this by: 

• adding extra oil, butter, margarine or cheese to savoury dishes  
• making hot drinks with milk rather than water 
• avoiding low-fat or so-called ‘healthy option’ foods.  

I can advise you on the best high-protein and soups if you need extra help to gain weight. 

Bone Health 

Bone loss increases as part of the natural ageing process. This can lead to osteoporosis – a 
loss of bone density and general weakening of the bones.  

Some breast cancer treatments, such as chemotherapy or hormone therapies, can affect 
bone health. During this time it’s important to get enough calcium, which is vital for 
healthy bones, from your diet.  
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Good sources of calcium include:  

• milk and dairy products (including low-fat varieties) such as yoghurt, fromage frais 
and cheese 

• calcium-fortified breakfast cereals 
• dried fruit such as apricots and figs 
• fish with edible bones such as anchovies, sardines, pilchards and whitebait 
• green leafy vegetables like broccoli, watercress and curly kale 
• pulses, beans and seeds such as kidney beans, green beans, baked beans and 

tofu (a vegetable protein made from soya beans) 
• nuts and seeds such as almonds, brazil nuts, hazelnuts and sesame seeds 

Vitamin D is needed to help your body absorb calcium. The best source is sunlight, which 
your body uses to make this vital vitamin in your skin. 

Good food sources of vitamin D include: 

• egg yolks 
• oily fish such as herrings and sardines 
• cod liver oil 
• vitamin-D as a supplement 

Can diet affect the risk of cancer coming back? 

You may have heard that eating or avoiding certain foods can affect the risk of your 
breast cancer coming back. 

The following information explains whether there’s any evidence for these claims. 

Saturated fat 

Some studies have looked at the relationship between high- and low-fat diets and the risk 
of breast cancer recurrence.  

While some studies have found that the amount of fat eaten had no effect on the risk of 
cancer returning, others have reported a reduced risk with low-fat diets.  

It’s a good idea to limit the amount of saturated fat you eat because it’s known to 
increase the risk of heart disease. Foods that are high in saturated fat include: 

• fatty cuts of meat 
• processed meats such as sausages 
• full-fat dairy products, including cream and butter 
• chocolate, biscuits and cakes.  

Replace these with healthier unsaturated fats found in foods such as: 

• olive oil 
• avocados 
• nuts and seeds 
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• oily fish such as salmon and mackerel.  

Phytoestrogens 

Phytoestrogens are natural, plant-based oestrogens found in foods such as soya beans, 
chickpeas, peas and linseeds and in supplements such as black cohosh and red clover. In 
general, they mimic the effect of the hormone oestrogen in the body.  

The role of phytoestrogens and their effect on breast cancer recurrence is unclear but the 
evidence suggests that it is safe to eat foods containing them in moderate amounts. It’s 
also unclear what effect phytoestrogens have on the body when taken in greater 
amounts than those found in a normal diet.  

The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence doesn’t recommend soy 
(isoflavones) or red clover supplements for treating menopausal symptoms in women with 
breast cancer because the evidence on their effectiveness and safety is limited and 
conflicting.  

Dairy products 

Some women choose to adopt a dairy-free diet after a diagnosis of breast cancer. 
However, there’s no evidence that this reduces the risk of breast cancer recurrence. 

Eating a lot of high-fat dairy products may mean you eat more saturated fat and put on 
weight. So it may be advisable to choose mostly low-fat dairy products. 

However, dairy products are a good source of calcium, which is important for bone 
health and reducing the risk of osteoporosis.  

Dietary supplements 

Unless you’re having problems recovering from treatment, supplements such as iron or 
multivitamins are not needed. 

As supplements have the potential to do harm as well as good, for example by affecting 
how some medication works, talk to your specialist, GP or a dietitian before taking them. 

Alcohol 

Most studies about alcohol and breast cancer are about the risk of developing of breast 
cancer. There is less known about alcohol and its effect on the risk of breast cancer 
coming back, but drinking within the recommended guidelines after a diagnosis doesn’t 
seem to have an effect on recurrence. 

Alcohol can have a damaging effect on your bones, increasing the risk of osteoporosis. 
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Exercise after Treatment 

Why be physically active? 

Regular physical activity can help maintain or improve your health during and after 
treatment, and can:  

• help avoid or reduce some side effects of cancer treatment – such as fatigue, 
weight gain, osteoporosis and lymphoedema 

• improve your long-term health, reducing the risk of heart attacks and strokes, and 
may reduce the risk of the cancer coming back  

• help your mental wellbeing by reducing anxiety, stress, depression and improving 
your overall mood 

• prevent or reduce the loss of muscle tone and aerobic fitness that can happen 
during treatment. 

How much physical activity should I do?  

It’s recommended that adults should do at least 150 minutes (2 hours 30 minutes) of 
moderate-intensity activity a week. Moderate-intensity activity should make your heart 
beat faster. You’ll feel warmer and breathe slightly harder, but you should still be able to 
hold a conversation.  

You can split this however you like. For example, you could do 30 minutes of activity on 
five days a week. If you want to do shorter periods of activity, you could do 10 minutes 
three times a day on each of these days.  

Any amount of activity is better than none; if you struggle to do 150 minutes, start by trying 
to reduce the time you spend sitting down or being inactive and gradually increase this 
over time. 

If you have a medical condition that means you can’t do much physical activity, try to be 
as active as your condition allows. Even a small increase in exercise is associated with 
health benefits. If you’ve had breast reconstruction, check with your specialist team when 
you can start exercising and what type of activity would be appropriate for you.  

What type of activity should I do? 

Examples of moderate-intensity activities are:  

• brisk walking 
• cycling 
• hiking or hill walking 
• water aerobics or swimming 
• gardening or housework 
• dancing.  
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A combination of different types of activity can be more interesting, and will exercise 
different parts of your body. Physical activity can also be a social event if you join a 
group, such as ALIVE Fitness where all our exercise is low impact. 

Tips if you’re new to exercise 

If you’re new to exercise, you should build up your activity levels gradually. There are 
many ways to include physical activity in your daily routine. The following tips may help. 

• If you enjoy walking, try to increase the amount of time you walk for and the 
number of times you walk each day. You could also try increasing your pace as 
your energy returns. A pedometer (or a pedometer app for your phone) can help 
you monitor your progress. 

• Energetic housework can help increase your daily activity levels. 
• If you drive to work or the shops, park your car a little further away and walk the 

rest. 
• Get off the bus a stop earlier than you need to and walk. 
• Use the stairs instead of talking the lift. 
• Try to sit less and stand more, for example when talking on the phone. 

Setting realistic goals and keeping a record of how much activity you do may help you 
stay motivated. 

Muscle-strengthening activities  

As well as activities like walking, aim to do muscle-strengthening activities at least twice a 
week. Ask someone in your treatment team for advice on when you can begin doing 
muscle-strengthening activities.   

These activities can help strengthen your muscles after treatment, and include:  

• sitting to standing 
• squats 
• press-ups against the wall 
• lifting light weights, such as tins of food or small bottles of water 
• gardening 
• activities that involve stepping and jumping such as dancing 
• using fitness equipment such as a static bike or cross trainer 
• yoga or pilates  

Shoulder and arm exercises after surgery  

If you’ve had surgery for breast cancer, our shoulder and arm exercises can help you 
regain the movement and function you had before surgery. If you have had breast 
reconstruction talk to your surgeon, physiotherapist or breast care nurse before you start 
any exercises, and follow their advice. 
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Physical activity while taking hormone (endocrine) therapy 

Hormonal treatments (for example anastrozole, letrozole, exemestane and tamoxifen) 
either reduce the amount of oestrogen in the body or block the effect of oestrogen on 
cells. This may increase the risk of developing osteoporosis. 

You can help keep your bones strong and reduce the risk of osteoporosis by doing some: 

• weight-bearing exercises, such as walking, dancing and stair climbing 
• Resistance training (working against the weight of another object), such as press-

ups against the wall or lifting light weights. 

Hormone therapies may cause pain and joint stiffness. This can often be helped by 
exercise and taking pain relief. 

One of the side effects of hormone therapy can be hot flushes and regular, gentle 
exercise like walking or swimming may help reduce these 

How ALIVE Fitness may help you. 

Monitoring your progress 

As part of our regular weigh and workout services at ALIVE, we bring the scales to the 
class each week where you have the option of monitoring your progress with me each 
week.  Every two months I bring in the Body Composition Scales into class.  These are more 
detailed showing your muscle and fat mass. 

Every week I do a short educational/nutritional/healthy talk all aimed at 40+ women, 
there health and wellbeing.  Many of my clients want to lose body fat, so we go about 
this by firstly eating a clean healthy diet which can balance the hormones and 
encourage regular movement. 

For the last 40 minutes of the class we do an exercise session.  I teach 8 different styles 
from old school Aerobics to circuits and dance.  They are rotated weekly so you never get 
the same thing twice.  All the exercise is low impact, aimed at building bone density, 
which is essential after cancer treatment and helping your heart to become healthy. 

 

 


