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wE ARE Eating problems and cancer:

MACMILLAN. o

CANCER SUPRORT

Eating problems and cancer

This information is about diet and cancer. Underlined words are explained in
the glossary at the end.

We hope this fact sheet answers your questions. If you have any more
guestions, you can ask your doctor, nurse or dietitian at the hospital where you
are having treatment.

You can also call Macmillan Cancer Support on 0808 808 00 00, Monday to
Friday, 9am to 8pm. We have interpreters, so you can speak to us in another
language. Just tell us, in English, the language you want to use. Our cancer
support specialists can answer medical questions or talk to you about your
feelings.

There is more information in other languages at
macmillan.org.uk/translations

This information is about:
e How cancer can affect your diet
e Coping with eating problems
e Your appetite and weight loss
e Avoiding weight loss
e Caring for someone with weight loss
e Glossary

e More information in other languages
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How cancer can affect your diet

Many people with cancer have eating problems. They could be caused by the
cancer or the treatment.

Eating problems caused by cancer
These will depend on where the cancer is. Problems can include:

o feeling sick

e being sick
e having pain
e indigestion.

The cancer may change the way your body uses food, so that you don’t get all
the nutrients you should.

Eating problems caused by cancer treatments

Different treatments cause different problems. Some eating problems will be
minor while others will have a bigger effect on you. Problems may be
temporary and improve when you finish treatment. Others may last longer.

Talk to your cancer doctor, nurse or GP if you have eating problems.
They can refer you to a dietitian. A dietitian can tell you which foods are
best for you and what else may help.
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Coping with eating problems
Here we have listed some common eating problems and things that may help.

Sore mouth
This may be caused by:

e radiotherapy to the head and neck
e surgery to the mouth
e drug treatments — chemotherapy and targeted therapy.

What you can do
e Drink lots of fluids, particularly water. Milk is also good.
e Cool foods and drinks may be more soothing.
e Very hot or very cold drinks may irritate a sore mouth.
Try drinking through a straw.
Avoid salty or spicy foods — they may sting.
Avoid rough or hard foods such as crusty bread, toast or raw vegetables.
Keep your food moist with sauces and gravies.
e Talk to your dentist for advice.
e Follow any advice from your doctor.
e Use a child’s toothbrush as they are softer, and brush at least twice a
day.

Dry mouth

Radiotherapy to the head and neck area can damage your salivary glands and
cause a dry mouth. Some chemotherapy drugs can also make your mouth dry.
Your doctor can help by prescribing mouthwashes, lozenges, artificial saliva
sprays or gels.

What you can do

e Drink often, even if it is just a few sips at a time.

e Take sips of water with your meals.

e Keep a glass of water near when you are in bed, and carry a water bottle
when you go out.

e Suck ice cubes or ice lollies.

e Keep your food moist with sauces and gravies.

e Avoid chocolate, pastry, peanut butter and other dry foods if they are
hard to eat.

e Try chewing gum — this can sometimes stimulate saliva.

e Use lip balm or Vaseline® on dry lips.

e Keep your tongue clean with a soft toothbrush and use a mouthwash.

e Talk to your nurse if the tongue becomes white or coated.
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Taste changes

The taste of some foods may change. Everything may taste the same, or taste
very sweet or salty. Some people notice a taste like metal in their mouth. You
may not taste anything at all. These changes are usually temporary.

What you can do

e Eat foods you enjoy. If something doesn’t taste nice, try it again in a few
weeks, as your sense of taste may change.

e Use spices, herbs and seasoning to flavour food — but be careful if your
mouth is sore as you may make things worse.

e Marinate meats or cook them in a sauce.

e Fish, chicken and egg dishes may also taste better with a sauce.

e If you have a metal taste when eating red meat, try white meats, fish,
and vegetarian sources of protein such as beans and pulses.

e Cold meats may taste better with pickle or chutney.

e Things that taste sharp may taste better, such as fresh fruit and fruit juice.

e Cold foods may taste better than hot foods.

e Use plastic cutlery if you have a metal taste in your mouth.

Chewing and swallowing problems
This can be caused by:

e radiotherapy or surgery to the head or neck
e some chemotherapy drugs

If you have an infection in your mouth or throat (such as thrush) your doctor
can give you medicine.

Tell your doctor or nurse if you have any problems swallowing. If drinks make
you cough, tell your doctor or nurse straight away. They can refer you to a
speech therapist for a swallowing assessment.

What you can do

e Taking painkillers before meals may help if pain is making it difficult to
chew or swallow. Your doctor can give you advice.

e You may need to soften foods to make them easier to eat. Your doctor or
nurse can give you advice, or refer you to a dietitian or speech therapist.

e Cover food in a sauce or gravy

e Chop meat and vegetables into small pieces.

e Cook food slowly for a long time to make it softer.

e Cut the crusts off bread.

e If you have a blender, you could liquidise some foods.

e If you feel food is getting stuck in your throat, gassy drinks, such as colg,
can help.

e If you find it hard to eat enough, there are food supplement drinks that
can help (see page ##).
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Too tired to cook or eat
Feeling very tired is common with cancer treatment. You may find it hard to
cook your meals or even to eat them.

What you can do

Use ready meals, tinned food and frozen meals.

Try to plan ahead. If you have a freezer, prepare food while you are
feeling better, and freeze it for when you're tired.

Make sure you have enough food at home that is easy to make. You
could use a meal delivery company.

Ask family or friends to do your shopping and cooking.

If you can’t eat, try a filling drink, such as a smoothie, milkshake or hot
chocolate. Your doctor, nurse or dietitian can give you advice.

If you need help at home with cooking and eating, tell your GP or
contact a dietitian.

Feeling sick

Some cancer treatments can make you feel sick. Other drugs, such as
painkillers and antibiotics, can also cause this. You might feel sick because of
physical problems like constipation or if your liver is affected by the cancer.

Your cancer specialist can give you anti-sickness drugs to help with sickness. If
they don’t help, tell your specialist, as there are different types you can try.

What you can do

Follow the instructions you are given about when and how to take the
anti-sickness drugs.

Try eating dry foods, such as crackers or plain biscuits, before you get up
in the morning.

Avoid greasy, fatty or fried foods.

Have some fresh air around you when you eat.

Sit upright at the table to eat, and stay upright for at least 30 minutes
after eating.

Food or drink containing ginger can help.

Sipping a fizzy drink that has gone flat helps some people.

Try having drinks between meals rather than with your food.

Wear Sea Bands® on your wrists. You can get them from your chemist.
Relaxation techniques may help.

Try to avoid constipation by drinking lots of fluids, eating well and being
physical active.
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Heartburn and indigestion
Heartburn is a burning feeling in the chest. It can be very painful. It happens
when acid from the stomach irritates the lining of the gullet (oesophagus).

Indigestion is discomfort in the upper part of the tummy. It happens mostly after
meals. It can happen when stomach acid irritates the stomach or small bowel.

Some cancer treatments and other drugs can irritate the stomach. You may get
indigestion if you have a small stomach, if you don’t eat or drink much, or if
you don’t move around very much.

Tell your doctor if you have heartburn or indigestion. They can often give you
medicines to help reduce or relieve it.

What you can do

e Avoid foods that cause you discomfort.

e Avoid large meals.

e Avoid chocolate, alcohol, spicy food, fatty food and aniseed, as these are
known to cause problems.
Wear lose clothing around your waist.
Don't be active for 45-60 minutes after you eat.
If you smoke, try to stop or cut down.
Avoid lying down after a meal.
e Try to stay a healthy weight.
e Eat regular meals and avoid eating late at night.
e Eat slowly.

Constipation
This is when you find it difficult or painful to open your bowels (go to the toilet).

Some drugs can cause constipation. Talk to your doctor if you are constipated.
They may give you medicines called laxatives. Or they may adjust your current
medicines if they are causing constipation.

What you can do
e Eat lots of fibre, such as fresh fruit and vegetables, wholemeal bread,
oats, beans, pulses (lentils, peas), wholegrain rice and pasta.
e Drink lots of fluids. Try to drink two litres each day. This is important if
you are increasing the amount of fibre you eat.
e Noatural remedies such as prune juice, prunes or syrup of figs might help.
e Gentle exercise, such as walking, can help.

If you have bowel cancer, it is important to talk to your dietitian, doctor
or nurse before trying these tips.

Page 6 of 13 Macmillan fact sheet 2015: Eating problems and cancer



Diarrhoea
This is when you need to empty your bowels more often than normal, and the
stools you pass are looser than normal.

Several cancer treatments can cause diarrhoea. Other medications or an
infection can also cause diarrhoea.

Diarrhoea can be a temporary, mild side effect. But for some people, it can be
severe and they need to see a doctor. Tell your doctor if you have diarrhoea or
if it is getting worse.

What you can do
e Drink lots of fluids.
e Eat small, frequent meals.
e Eat light foods, such as fish, chicken and well-cooked eggs.
e Eat less fibre until the diarrhoea improves.
e Avoid greasy and fatty foods.
e Avoid spicy foods.

Wind

After radiotherapy, some people have more wind. Some types of bowel surgery
can also cause wind. It can also be caused by constipation and some
medicines.

If you find the wind difficult to cope with, talk to your doctor or specialist nurse.
If passing wind becomes painful, tell your doctor.

What you can do
e Eat and drink slowly. Take small mouthfuls and chew food well.
e Avoid beans, pickles, sweetcorn, onions and fizzy drinks.
e Try two teaspoons of peppermint water dissolved in a glass of warm
water.
e Charcoal tablets may help - you can get some from your chemist.
e Gentle exercise can help.
e Try to avoid constipation (see above).
e Your GP can give you peppermint capsules that may help.
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Your appetite and weight loss

Many people with cancer have times when they can’t eat as much as usual.
Sometimes people lose weight. There are lots of reasons for this. It can be
because of the cancer, or it could be a side effect of treatment.

Some types of cancer make your body use more energy, even if you're not very
active. This can make you lose weight, even though you may still be eating
well.

Coping with weight loss
Weight loss can be upsetting as it can be a visible reminder of your illness.

You may worry that the change in your appearance will affect relationships with
your partner, family and friends. Or you may feel self-conscious about eating in
front of your family or friends.

Many people find it helps to talk about their worries to someone close to them.
If you find it difficult to talk about your feelings with your partner, family or
friends, you could talk to your doctor or nurse. Some people also find it helpful
to speak to a counsellor. Your nurse can tell you how to contact a counsellor.

Keep active

lt's important to try to keep active, even if you are losing weight. Without some
form of activity, our muscles can quickly get weak. Gentle exercise, such as
going for a short walk, may be all that you need. Your doctor, nurse or
physiotherapist can advise you about how much and which type of exercise
would be helpful for you.

Avoiding weight loss

If you are losing weight or finding it hard to eat, you need to find ways to get
more calories (energy) and protein in your diet. Your doctor or dietitian may
recommend foods that you would normally think of as unhealthy.

Adding calories (energy) and protein to your diet

If you have a good appetite, it shouldn’t be too hard to eat extra calories and
protein. If your appetite isn't very good, there are ways to add extra calories
and protein to your diet without having to eat more food.

Talk to your doctor, nurse or dietitian if you are losing weight or struggling to
eat. They may first suggest you eat everyday foods that are high in energy and
protein. They might also suggest food supplements.
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Ideas for increasing calories and protein

e Fortified milk — Add 2 to 4 tablespoons of dried milk powder to a pint
of full-fat milk. Keep it in the fridge and use it in drinks, on cereal or for
cooking. You can also use it instead of water to make soups, jellies,
custards and puddings.

e Cereal and porridge — Use fortified milk or a milk-based supplement
(see below) on your cereal. Make porridge with full-fat milk or cream.
Add golden syrup, maple syrup, honey or sugar. Try adding stewed fruit
or dried fruit.

e Casseroles and soups — Add lentils, beans and noodles. Stir a
tablespoon of cream into canned soups, or add energy and protein
supplements (see below). Grate some cheese over your soup. Try making
packet soups using fortified milk (see above).

e Mashed potato — Add cream or butter and sprinkle with grated cheese.

e Vegetables — Melt butter on hot vegetables and have them with grated
cheese or a hard-boiled egg. Add a sauce made with fortified milk (see
above) or cream.

e Snacks — A handful of nuts or seeds contains lots of calories and is
healthy. Crisps, chocolate and ready-made puddings also contain lots of
calories and are often easy to eat.

Food supplements

The best way to get more calories (energy) and protein into your diet is by
eating everyday foods. But if you still have problems or keep losing weight, talk
to your doctor, nurse or dietitian. They can give you more advice.

There are supplements that can add extra energy or protein to your diet. Some
replace meals. Others are used with your normal diet. Some of these products
are available from your chemist or supermarket. Your doctor, nurse or dietitian
will need to prescribe some of them for you. They can also give you advice
about how and when to use them.

Supplements can be milkshakes, juices, soups, powders or puddings.

High-protein or high-energy supplements should only be used with advice from
your doctor or dietitian.

If you are diabetic, it's important to get advice from your doctor, nurse
or dietitian before using food supplements or changing the amount of
sugar in your diet.

Examples of supplements include:

Powdered drinks such as Complan® or Build-Up®
Milk-based supplements

Juice-tasting supplements

Energy and protein powders.
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Caring for someone with weight loss

If you are looking after someone with cancer, it can be upsetting if they have a
poor appetite and are losing weight. You might find it hard to know what to do.

How much the person can eat and what they like or dislike may change from
day to day. It can help to know when their appetite is at its best. Choose these
times to treat them to their favourite foods.

What you can do

e Take time to ask the person what they’d like to eat.

e Encourage them to eat small meals and snacks throughout the day,
rather than three big meals.

e Keep servings small and offer second servings. Too much food on the
plate can be off-putting.

e Encourage them to eat when their appetite is good, but try not to push
them too much.

e Keep snacks nearby so they are ready when the person feels hungry.

e Make a batch of the person’s favourite soup or meal and freeze it. This
can be used for a quick meal at a later date. Don't freeze anything that
has had cream added fo it.

e Talk to the person about their weight loss and the different ways you
could both manage it. This can help you both feel more in control.
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Glossary
Antibiotics — Medicine given to treat an infection.

Calories — Calories are units of energy contained in food. Your body needs
energy from food to function.

Chemotherapy — A treatment for cancer where drugs are given to destroy
cancer cells.

Constipation — When you find it difficult or painful to open your bowels (go to
the toilet).

Dietitian — An expert in food and nutrition. They can tell you which foods are
best for you.

Gullet — The tube that goes from the mouth to the stomach. Food passes down
it when you eat. It's also called the oesophagus.

Indigestion — Pain or discomfort in the upper part of the tummy. It can happen
when stomach acid irritates the lining of the stomach. It happens mostly after
meals.

Nutrients — The parts of food that help keep the body healthy.

Oesophagus - The tube that goes from the mouth to the stomach. Food
passes down it when you eat. It's also called the gullet.

Physiotherapist — A healthcare professional trained to treat people using
physical methods, such as working with joints and muscles, massage and heat
treatment.

Protein — A substance found in food that is important in a healthy diet. Our
body needs protein to function, grow and repair itself.

Radiotherapy - A treatment that uses high-energy x-rays to destroy cancer
cells.

Saliva — Also called spit. Helps to keep your mouth healthy and moist.
Salivary glands — Glands around the mouth that make saliva.

Speech therapist — A professional who can help if you have problems with
speech and swallowing.

Supplements — Things that can be added to your diet to boost your intake of
calories, protein and nutrients. Supplements can be drinks, powders or foods.

Surgery - A way of treating cancer by removing all or part of the cancer. This
is also called doing an operation.

Targeted therapy - A cancer treatment using drugs that interfere with the way
that cancer cells grow. Also called biological therapy.
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More information in other languages

We have information in other languages about these topics:

Types of cancer
e Breast cancer

e Large bowel cancer
e Lung cancer
e Prostate cancer

Treatments
e Chemotherapy

e Radiotherapy
e Surgery

Coping with cancer

Claiming benefits
End of life
Healthy eating

If you're diagnosed with cancer —
a quick guide

Side effects of cancer treatment
Tiredness (fatigue) and cancer

What you can do to help yourself

To see this information, go to macmillan.org.uk/translations

Speak to us in another language

You can call Macmillan free on 0808 808 00 00 and speak to us in your
own language through an interpreter. You can talk to us about your worries
and medical questions. Just tell us, in English, the language you want to use.

We are open Monday to Friday, 2am to 8pm. If you have problems hearing
you can use textphone 0808 808 0121 or Text Relay.
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