


Jenna Swift and Jessica Kasnik

Oncology Dietitians, Cross Cancer Institute



Learning Objectives

 Why nutrition matters

 Hot topics:

• Superfoods, juicing, supplements & organic

• Specialty food/diets

• Do’s and don’ts

 What to eat and why!

 Resources



Why Nutrition Matters 

Optimized nutritional status leads to…

 Increased life span

 Increased tolerance to treatment, prevent delays

 Decreased fatigue

 Wound healing

 Improved immunity/ fight infection

 Preserve lean body mass

 Maintain hydration status

 Maintain healthy bowel function



Cancer and Malnutrition 

 Malnutrition is a frequent problem in cancer patients

 The prevalence among cancer patients has been estimated to range between 40% and 80% 

 Estimated 10-20% deaths in cancer attributed to malnutrition rather 

than malignancy

 Malnutrition is associated with: muscle loss, complications of low 

body weight, ↓ immune function, ↑ infections, stress, ↓ QOL, 

treatment complications and delays, greater mortality 



Red Flags - Maintain healthy skepticism 

 What is the source of the information?

 Evidenced-based science with well designed studies versus 

anecdotal information or single result studies

 Is the information “too good to be true”?

 Does it require a drastic change in the way you eat?

 Is it an expensive option?

Ask for a referral to see a dietitian! 

 Through CCI if an active patient/have an e#

 Through your family doctor (PCN)



Hot Topics



Quiz time: Who am I?

A. Acai

B. Goji

C. Blueberry

D. Spinach

E. Chia



 Marketing term 

with no set criteria 

or scientific basis

 Most have few 

studies associated 

with them and 

inconclusive results

 Can be costly 

compared to items 

with nutritional 

equivalence





Juicing

 Relying solely on juices for nutrition while undergoing or recovering 

from cancer treatment is not recommended

 Strive to eat a diet containing enough protein, carbohydrates, fat & 

calories for maintaining body weight during cancer treatment

 Juicing can be a great way to add a variety of fruit, vegetables and 

naturally occurring phytochemicals to the diet when low fibre is 

needed

 It is important to thoroughly wash all fruits and vegetables before 

adding them to the juicer



Do supplements prevent or 
help treat cancer?



Vitamins & Supplements
 Having cancer does not mean you need to take supplements

 Supplements do not take the place of eating well, it is best to get your 

vitamins and minerals from food sources if you can

 Absorption and utilization of supplements is not as effective or bioavailable as 

the food sources

 Large dose antioxidants, including Vitamin A, C, E, and selenium in 

supplement form NOT recommended and can decrease treatment effect

 If taking vitamin, mineral or supplement ensure it has NPN or DIN #

 Herbal products can contain natural toxins, pesticides or heavy metals

 Consult or inform your health care team of everything you are taking (drug 

interactions are common)



Should I eat organic?



 The term “organic” is defined as foods grown on contaminant-free land 

without pesticides or herbicides

 Organic producers rely on crop rotation, compost and natural pesticides

 No clear evidence that organic foods help reduce cancer risk more than non-

organic counterparts

 It’s believed that potential risks associated with pesticides are not as great 

as the nutritional value of plant foods and their role in cancer prevention 

and promoting good health

 To reduce your risk of pesticide exposure, buy foods that are locally 

grown, in season and be sure to peel and wash vegetables and fruits well



“The Alkaline Diet can prevent or help 
treat cancer”



 The claim: “Cancer cells thrive in an acidic environment. Eating an 

alkaline diet will change the pH of your cells so cancer can’t 

survive”

 The Truth: Our bodies are excellent at regulating pH within a very 

narrow range, any change would be life threatening. The basis of 

the ash-acidic and ash-alkaline is not representative of their non-

incinerated pH

 A diet high in fruit and vegetables is beneficial for overall health



Does   sugar   feed cancer?



 The claim: sugar preferentially “feeds” cancer cells or directly 

fuel their growth

 Belief that all sugar, sweets, pop and carbohydrates like pasta, 

rice, grains, cereals, fruit and starchy vegetables contain sugar 

and should be avoided 



The Facts

 All cells prefer glucose for energy

 Even without any carbohydrate in the diet, your body will 

make “sugar” (glucose) from other sources, including 

protein

 Research shows sugar’s relationship to  insulin levels and 

related growth factors  influence cancer cell growth and 

 risk of other chronic diseases 

 Many types of cancer cells have multiple insulin receptors, 

making them respond more than normal cells to insulin’s 

ability to promote growth



Sugar: What we recommend 

 Avoid excess added sugars:

 Table sugar, honey, maple syrup, coconut sugar, agave, molasses, brown sugar

 Hidden in pasta sauce, salad dressing, canned vegetables, processed foods.

 Other disguised names: fructose, lactose, sucrose, glucose, maltose.

 Simple Carbohydrates vs complex.  Glycemic Index

 Approximate recommended maximum intake of added sugar, in 
teaspoons 

 Children: 8 

 Youth:10.5 

 Teenagers:13 

 Female adults:11.5 

 Male adults: 15

 Example: 1 can of regular cola has 9 tsp



How does this impact us?

 Misinformation can produce anxiety, fear and unnecessary 

weight loss or gain and fatigue

 Eliminating all sugars (simple & complex) can impair overall 

health in the form of energy for activity, healing and disease-

fighting nutrients

 Avoiding natural sugars such as fructose and lactose can take 

out many key food groups from diet, leaving little choice, taste 

and satisfaction



Ketogenic Diet in Cancer Care

 The Claim: Cancer cells can be “starved” by depriving them of 

glucose. Eating a very low carbohydrate diet will force the body 

to rely on ketones for energy which cancer cells can’t utilize

 More clinical research is needed (and is underway),pre-clinical 

and early clinical evidence is promising 

 Pt’s need highly specialized education & training in order to 

safely implement, doctors & dietitian’s need help to guide 

informed decision-making, assist patients and educate the 

medical community 

 Risk factors: Weight loss, micronutrient malnutrition, 

dehydration/electrolyte imbalance  

 Ketogenic diets can be safe and tolerable short term, but 

require effort to implement and maintain (medical & 

nutritional monitoring is highly recommended) 



Ketogenic Diet

 Very high fat diet, low carbohydrate (CHO) and protein (PRO).  

Example (~75-90%kcal/fat, 10-15%kcal/protein, 5-10%kcal/CHO)

 20-30g CHO/d  

 Body switches from burning glucose to burning fat for energy

 Carbohydrate restriction and fasting promote ketosis or the 

formation of ketone bodies; 

 beta-hydroxybutyrate (found in blood; most prevalent) 

 acetoacetate (found in urine) 

 acetone (found in the breath) 

 Ketone bodies can be used as an alternative energy source for 

normal cells but not cancer cells



Hyperglycemia & Cancer 

 Although the exact mechanisms are still not clear, research 

shows that hyperglycemia may contribute to enhanced; 

 cancer cell proliferation (growth)

 apoptosis inhibition (cell death)

 metastasis 

 chemotherapy resistance 

 reduced treatment tolerance 

 Inconsistencies in measuring and assessing hyperglycemia in 

cancer patients 

 Lack of standardized guidelines in treating hyperglycemia 



“It’s ok, I can stand to lose some 

weight!”



 Just because this weight loss is ‘easy’ doesn’t mean it’s healthy 
or safe!

 There is a time and place for weight loss – during  cancer 
treatment isn’t that place

 Under stress the body preferentially breaks down muscle. 
Decreased muscle mass = sarcopenia: decreased function, 
decreased energy, decreased ability to tolerate therapy and a 
longer road to recovery

 For the majority of patients: focus on weight stability 

 Weight loss may be indicated under supervision of a dietitian 
and physician (breast, prostate)

 Post treatment, focus on a healthy diet



Should I avoid meat?



The Claim:

 Consumption of any red and processed meats will cause cancer

The Facts:

 Can safely consume up to 18oz red meat per week

 Proper portion size is 3oz (deck of cards)

 Increased correlation between some cancers and 

overconsumption (colorectal, esophagus, lung, pancreas, 

endometrial)

 Processed, grilled/charred, and smoked meats should be 

avoided

Red Meat (Beef, Pork, Lamb)



To be or not to be…



 Increasing plant foods in the diet is a healthy choice regardless of if 

you decide to follow a vegetarian diet

 It is a personal choice to not eat meat, fish and possibly eggs and/or 

dairy

 Can be done in a healthy way if nutritious alternatives are eaten to 

meet needs: protein, iron, B12, zinc, omega-3,calcium and vitamin D

 Protein: legumes (beans, peas, lentils), soy products, nuts/seeds, grains, egg, 

dairy

 Iron: dark leafy green vegetables, grain products with iron-enriched flour, dried 

fruit, nuts/seeds, tofu, eggs, legumes

 B12: cows milk, yogurt, eggs, fortified meat substitute, fortified milk beverage, 

supplement

 Zinc: hard cheese, eggs, yogurt, mushrooms, fortified cereals, nuts/seeds, beans, 

soy products

 Omega-3: sea vegetables such as kelp or nori, omega-3 enriched eggs, supplement 



What the experts actually recommend!



https://www.wcrf-uk.org/uk/preventing-

cancer/cancer-prevention-recommendations
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Nutritional Requirements

 Calories: May have increased needs during treatment 

 High caloric needs with large tumor burden, metastatic 

malignancies, radiation, chemotherapy, surgery, injury etc. 

 Decreased needs in >65 years old, non-metastatic breast or 

prostate cancer, brain

 Protein: Increased needs of 1.2-2g protein/kg of body weight/day.  

 Normal person 0.8-1g protein/kg per day

 We do not restrict fat, healthy fat consumption is encouraged  

 Calorie dense, helpful with poor appetite 

 We absolutely recommend management of diabetes pre, during 

and post-treatment, balanced CHO intake, low glycemic index if 

possible



Nutrients to Highlight 

 Multivitamin: A one-a-day multivitamin/mineral supplement may 

be needed if not eating a variety of foods, malnourished, or 

history of weight loss

 Vit D3: Important for role in immune function, decreases ability 

of tumour to form blood vessels, preserve & increase lean body 

mass, improve muscle mass, and possibly improve overall survival 

Take 1000 IU-2000 IU Vitamin D3 daily 



Nutrients to Highlight 

Omega 3 Fatty Acid: DHA/EPA 

 Omega 3 fatty acids may improve appetite, oral intake, lean body 

mass, and overall body weight 

 Promising evidence for improved tumour response when taken 

during treatment

 Trend towards improved one-year survival

 2g Fish oil/d 



Resources
 Canadian Cancer Society: https://www.cancer.ca/

http://www.cancer.ca/en/support-and-

services/resources/publications/?region=on

 National Cancer Institute: https://www.cancer.gov/

 American Cancer Society: https://www.cancer.org/

 American Institute for Cancer Research: http://www.aicr.org/

 BC Cancer: http://www.bccancer.bc.ca/health-info/coping-with-

cancer/nutrition-support#Common--questions

 Herbs/Supplements search: https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-

care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-

medicine/herbs/search?keys=apple+cider+&letter=
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