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Eating Well
Kia Pai te Kai

LIVING WITH CANCER

A guide for eating well during treatment
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Eating well, feeling better
Eating good food is important when you are well, 
and it is also very important when you are receiving 
treatment for cancer. You may be wondering if you are 
eating the right foods, or if you need to change your diet.

The best thing you can do is to make sure that you are 
eating a healthy diet.

It is vital that you eat well so that you will:

• feel better and have more energy

• get the most benefi t from your treatment with 
fewer side effects

• improve your body’s ability to heal, and to fi ght 
infection

• maintain a healthy weight.

There are no foods you must eat or avoid when you 
have cancer, but there are probably some changes you 
can make in your diet to keep you healthy.

Once a cancer has developed it cannot be cured through 
diet alone. There is no evidence to support claims that 
special diets or single nutrients, such as a particular 
vitamin, can cure cancer. Some diets or nutrients do 
no harm, but there are some that are harmful and can 
interfere with the success of your treatment.
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If you are thinking about making a dramatic change to 
your diet, look at your choices closely and discuss them 
with your doctor or dietitian.

What is good nutrition?
If you are already eating a healthy diet, you probably do 
not need to change. Choosing a wide variety of healthy 
foods is something very positive that you can do to help 
you feel stronger and maintain a healthy weight.

Kia pai te kai, kia ora ake ai
He mea nui te kai i ngā kai pai i a koe e noho ora ana, a, 
he pērā anō hoki i te wā e whai maimoatanga ana koe mō 
te matepukupuku. Tērā pea kei te whakaaro koe mehemea 
kei te kai koe i ngā kai pai, me whakarerekē rānei i ō kai.

Ko te mea nui mōu, ko te whai i ngā kai hauora.

He mea nui rawa atu kei te kai pai koe:

• kia piki te ora ki a koe, kia whai kaha hoki

• kia puta ngā painga o tō maimoatanga, me te iti ake o 
ngā pānga kino

• kia pai ake tō tinana ki ngā mahi whakaora, me te 
patu i te tahumaero

• kia noho hauora ai te taumaha o tō tinana.
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Food safety
Food safety is of special concern to cancer patients, 
especially during treatment, which may suppress 
immune function. To make food as safe as possible it is 
recommended that patients follow the guidelines below:

• Wash hands thoroughly before eating.

• Keep all aspects of food preparation clean, including 
washing hands before preparing food, and washing 
fruit and vegetables.

• Handle raw meat, fi sh, poultry, and eggs with care, 
and clean thoroughly any surfaces that have been in 
contact with these foods. Keep raw meats separate 
from cooked food.

• Cook meat, poultry, and fi sh thoroughly, and use 
pasteurised milk and juices.

• Cover and refrigerate food promptly to minimise 
bacterial growth.

• When ‘eating out’, avoid foods that may have 
bacterial contamination, such as salad bars, sushi 
and raw or undercooked meats, fi sh, poultry, and 
eggs.

• If there is any concern about the purity of your 
water, for example if you have well or tank water, 
have it checked for bacterial content.
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Weight maintenance
Ideally you should stay at the same weight you were 
before you had cancer, but you may fi nd it diffi cult to 
maintain your weight during treatment.

If you were a little overweight before you had cancer, 
you might think that it will not hurt to lose a few kilos. 
However, losing weight during treatment can be 
harmful. The effects of your cancer and of reduced 
activity may be that this weight is lost from muscles 
rather than from fat stores. If you maintain your weight 
it can help you recover better from the effects of cancer 
and its treatment.

If you are losing weight, include frequent meals and 
snacks in your diet. Also include some of the high 
energy foods listed in the following pages.

You should talk to your nurse, doctor, or radiation 
therapist if you are concerned about your weight: they 
can arrange an appointment with a dietitian.
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Foods high in calories (energy) 
and protein
Use these foods when you are not eating well or you 
are losing weight.

Butter, margarine, oil, mayonnaise, dressings, 
avocado, coconut cream

Use with bread, rice, pasta, vegetables, when frying,  
in salads, dips, and in curries, or casseroles.

Milk, skim milk powder, cream, ice cream, 
evaporated or condensed milk, cheese,   

sour cream, cream cheese

Use in puddings, fruit, cereals, sauces, soups, in casseroles, 
on vegetables, in salads, on biscuits, and in drinks.

Double strength milk

Sprinkle three tablespoons of skim milk powder into 
600ml (one pint) of milk and whisk until the powder 

is dissolved.

One or more of the following may be blended into a 
glass of milk

Yoghurt, ice cream, skim milk powder, mashed/pureed 
fruit, powder/liquid fl avourings, essence, cordial.
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Nutritional supplement drinks
These are not a meal replacement. They should be used 
in addition to meals and snacks when you need to gain 
weight, or if you are not eating normally. These 
provide all the major nutrients found in food plus 
vitamins and minerals.

Some brand name supplements are listed below. They 
are available from supermarkets and pharmacies. Those 
marked with an * can be obtained on prescription, but 
you will need to have a ‘special authority number’, 
which your specialist can arrange. If you think you 
would benefi t from these products, talk to your doctor 
or nurse.

Powders that are mixed with milk or water

• Complan

• Vitaplan

• Sustagen classic.

These can be purchased from a supermarket. They do 
not meet all your nutritional needs.

• Fortisip powder * 
(note previously called Nutridrink)

• Ensure powder *

• Sustagen hospital formula. *
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Ready made drinks 

• Ensure Plus *

• Resource Plus *

• Fortisip *

• Fortisip Multi Fibre. *

These are lactose free, and provide all your nutritional 
needs if consumed in the right quantity.

Fortifi ed fruit juice

These juices do not meet all your nutritional needs, but 
do supply additional calories, protein, and carbohydrate. 
These juices are not available on prescription.

• Enlive

• Resource Fruit Beverage 

• Fortijuce.

Eating problems
If you are having or recovering from surgery or 
treatment, it is important to eat well. You may have 
some eating problems like a loss of appetite, nausea, 
taste and smell changes, and mouth or swallowing 
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Altering the texture of foods
Changing the texture of foods can make it easier to 
chew and swallow.

Soft foods

These are foods that are soft enough so that they can be 
cut with the side of a fork. Vegetables may need to be 
cooked for longer, and meat or chicken cooked longer on 
a lower heat with liquid to make them soft and tender.

Here are some soft food suggestions:

Soups

• Smooth with no hard lumps.

Eggs

• Scrambled, poached, boiled, or made into an omelette.

• Quiche.

• Cooked sliced egg in a cheese sauce, or mild curry 
sauce with rice.

Milk and milk products

• Dairy food, yoghurt, ice cream, milk puddings, soft 
cheeses, and cheese sauce.

• Avoid hard cheeses or those with dried fruit or nuts 
in them.

• Avoid grilled cheese that has gone hard.
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Bowel problems
Treatment can alter your normal bowel habit causing 
constipation or diarrhoea. Consult your doctor if 
symptoms persist.

Constipation

If you are constipated, increasing the fi bre content of 
your diet can help:

• Eat regular meals.

• Drink at least eight glasses (1500ml) of fl uid each day.

• Ensure you are having 5+ servings of fruit and 
vegetables a day. Eat raw or cooked. 

• If excessive wind is a problem, try avoiding 
vegetables that may cause wind or discomfort, such 
as cabbage, onions, cucumber, peas, and baked 
beans.

• Choose wholemeal or wholegrain breads and cereals, 
e.g. porridge, Weetbix, All Bran, muesli, wholemeal 
bread, wheat germ, bran biscuits, or muffi ns. Use 
wholemeal fl our for baking or in sauces.

• Add extra fi bre to your food, e.g. one or two 
teaspoons of wheat bran fl akes or oat bran daily. 
This can be gradually increased to an amount that 
will give you a regular bowel habit. The bran can 
be added to cereals or used in cooking. When you 
use bran to increase your fi bre it is important to 
increase your fl uids as well.
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Easy food preparation
• Prepare and freeze extra meals when you are feeling 

better to save time and effort when you are not 
feeling so well.

• Keep stocks of convenience foods – ‘ready to 
prepare’ noodle or rice dishes, spaghetti, baked 
beans, canned fi sh, packet or canned soups, instant 
gravy or sauce sachets, eggs, cheese, milk, canned 
or packet dessert foods.

• Use the freezer to store bread, pizza, pies, fi sh, 
meat and chicken portions, frozen vegetables, and 
individual meals.

• Use the microwave oven to cook vegetables 
quickly, and to reheat leftovers and frozen 
convenience foods.

• Keep stocks of nutritious fl uids, e.g. nutritional 
supplement drinks, fruit juice, and milk.
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Suggested reading and websites

Reading

American Cancer Society. Eating Well, Staying Well 
After Cancer. American Cancer Society, Atlanta, USA, 
2004.

Dr Barry Boyd & M. Betancourt. The Cancer Recovery 
Plan. Avery, New York, USA, 2005.

Rebecca Katz. One Bite at a Time. Celestial Arts, 
Berkeley, USA, 2004.

S. Liu, K. McManus & J. A. Carlino. Healing Gourmet 
Eat to Fight Cancer. McGraw-Hill, New York, USA, 
2006.

J. M. Lund. The Cancer Recovery Cookbook. Penguin 
Putnam, New York, USA, 2000.

Dr Clare Shaw. The Power of Food: Cancer Food, Facts & 
Recipes. Hamlyn, a division of Octopus Publishing Ltd, 
London, Great Britain, 2005.

Donna L. Weihofen & Christina Marino. The Cancer 
Survival Cookbook: 200 Quick and Easy Recipes with 
Helpful Eating Hints. John Wiley & Sons, New York, 
USA, 1998.
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Websites

American Cancer Society (USA) www.cancer.org

Cancer Society of New Zealand (NZ) 
www.cancernz.org.nz

National Cancer Institute (USA) www.cancer.gov

The suggested websites (other than our own) are not 
maintained by the Cancer Society of New Zealand. 
We only suggest sites we believe offer credible and 
responsible information, but we cannot guarantee that 
the information on such websites is correct, up-to-date, 
or evidence-based medical information. We suggest you 
discuss any information you fi nd with your cancer care 
health professionals.
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Notes
You may wish to use this space to write down any 
questions for or advice given by your doctors, nurses, 
or health providers at your next appointment.

Whakamahia tēnei wāhi wātea hei tuhi pātai e hiahia ana 
koe ki te pātai i tō rata, ngā tapuhi, ngā kaiwhakarato 
hauora rānei mō te wā e hoki atu ai koe.
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Notes
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Notes
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Cancer Society of New Zealand Inc.

National Offi ce

PO Box 10847, Wellington 6143
Telephone: (04) 494-7270

Auckland Division

PO Box 1724, Auckland 1140
Telephone: (09) 308-0160
Covering: Northland

Waikato/Bay of Plenty Division

PO Box 134, Hamilton 3240
Telephone: (07) 838-2027
Covering: Tauranga, Rotorua, Taupo, 
Thames, and Waikato

Central Districts Division

PO Box 5096, Palmerston North 4441
Telephone: (06) 364-8989
Covering: Taranaki, Wanganui, Manawatu, 
Hawke’s Bay, and Gisborne/East Coast

Wellington Division

52 Riddiford Street, Wellington 6021
Telephone: (04) 389-8421
Covering: Marlborough, Nelson, Wairarapa, and Wellington
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Canterbury/West Coast Division

PO Box 13450, Christchurch 8141
Telephone: (03) 379-5835
Covering: South Canterbury, West Coast,                
and Ashburton

Otago/Southland Division

PO Box 6258, Dunedin 9059
Telephone: (03) 477-7447
Covering: Urban and rural Otago and Southland

Cancer Information Service 0800 CANCER (226 237)

www.cancernz.org.nz
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Feedback

Eating Well/Kia Pai te Kai

We would like to read what you thought of this 
booklet, whether you found it helpful or not. If you 
would like to give us your feedback, please fi ll out this 
questionnaire, cut it out and send it to the Editor at the 
address at the bottom of the following page.

1. Did you fi nd this booklet helpful?
Yes       No  
Please give reason(s) for your answer.

2. Did you fi nd the booklet easy to understand?
Yes       No       
Please give reason(s) for your answer.

3. Did you have any questions not answered in the 
booklet?
Yes       No       
If yes, what were they?
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4. What did you like the most about the booklet?

5. What did you like the least about the booklet?

6. Any other comments?

Personal information (optional) 
Are you a person with cancer, or a friend/relative/ 
wha-nau?  

Gender: Female      Male      Age   

Ethnicity (please specify):   

Thank you for helping us review this booklet. The 
Editorial Team will record your feedback when it 
arrives, and consider it when this booklet is reviewed 
for its next edition.

Please return to: The Editor, Cancer Society of 
New Zealand, PO Box 10847, Wellington.
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Information, support and research
The Cancer Society of New Zealand offers information and support services to people 
with cancer and their families/wha-nau. Printed materials are available on specifi c 
cancers and treatments. Information for living with cancer is also available.

The Cancer Society is a major funder of cancer research in New Zealand. The aim of 
research is to determine the causes, prevention, and effective methods of treating various 
types of cancer.

The Society also undertakes health promotion through programmes such as those 
encouraging SunSmart behaviour, eating well, being physically active, and discouraging 
smoking.

We appreciate your support
The Cancer Society receives no direct fi nancial support from Government so funding 
comes only from donations, legacies, and bequests. You can make a donation by 
phoning 0900 31 111, through our website, or by contacting your local Cancer Society.
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