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NUTRITION FOR CANCER SURVIVORS
This is brief 2 of 6 in the Nutrition, Physical Activity, Body Weight, and Cancer Survivorship series for healthcare 
teams that work with cancer survivors.

Eating nutritious foods can help cancer survivors to manage their energy levels, feel better, and stay stronger.1 
The nutritional needs of cancer patients depend on their type of cancer, treatment, and side effects. 

Cancer or its treatment might create eating challenges such as poor appetite, difficulty chewing, swallowing, 
digesting, and fatigue. The inability to maintain adequate nutritional status due to cancer symptoms and 
treatment side effects is common and can negatively impact overall clinical outcomes.2 A recent study of cancer 
patients with locally advanced or metastatic disease reported that 73% experienced involuntary weight loss 
and that BMI and percentage weight loss predicted survival independent of cancer site or stage.23

Because patients undergoing cancer treatment often have effects from the treatment or cancer that can impact 
their nutritional status and their ability to maintain healthy body weight, it is recommended that nutrition 
screening, assessment, and counseling begin as soon as possible after a diagnosis. 

Nutrition Screening and Assessment
Cancer survivors can benefit from a nutrition 
assessment from the time of diagnosis forward 
because it can help them to achieve and maintain 
healthy body weight and prevent or resolve 
nutritional deficiencies. During treatment, a healthy 
body weight and nutritional status might help to 
improve their tolerance to cancer treatments. After 
treatment, a healthy lifestyle and body weight 
may increase survival and reduce the risks of new 
primary cancers.4, 5 

Patients undergoing treatment or care should be 
screened for risk of malnutrition and monitored on an 
ongoing basis. Because the nutritional needs, eating 
habits, and food absorption capabilities of patients 
can be altered by cancer treatments, it is essential 
to consider multiple factors such as their current 
nutritional status, future treatments, and anticipated 
symptoms and side effects.6, 7 

Monitoring a patient’s nutritional status should 
continue for some time after treatment because 
many factors can influence their nutrient intake. 
Ongoing screening and assessment may be needed 
to prevent or resolve nutritional deficiencies, help 
survivors to maintain healthy body weight, and 
manage any ongoing side effects of treatments that 
may interfere with good nutrition.8

The Malnutrition Screening Tool (MST) is a simple 
screening tool that has been validated for use with 
cancer patients and is recommended by the Academy 
of Nutrition and Dietetics for use with adults.9 A 
member of the healthcare team should be identified 
as the key person responsible for malnutrition 
screening, nutrition care, assessment, intervention, 
and surveillance.10, 11

https://www.mass.gov/doc/malnutrition-screening-tool/download
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Nutrition Counseling
Studies have shown that nutrition counseling during 
treatment can improve dietary intake, reduce 
treatment-related symptoms, and improve the 
quality of life for patients.12, 13 

Patients who are at risk of malnutrition, as 
determined through screening, should be referred 
to a Registered Dietitian Nutritionist (RDN) or 
Registered Dietitian (RD) and begin individualized 
nutritional counseling sessions with regular 
monitoring as part of their care plan. Preferably, 
patients should see a certified oncology nutrition 
specialist. If an oncology dietitian is not available, 
an appointment with a dietitian associated with 
the care clinic may be arranged. The Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics has an online tool to find 
registered dietitians by ZIP code.

A Healthy Eating Pattern
Adequate nutrition can help patients to maintain 
their body weight, maintain their ability to stay on 
treatment regimens with fewer changes, and improve 
their surgical outcomes and quality of life.14

A healthy diet is based on a dietary pattern that 
is more than just individual foods, nutrients, or 
supplements. Instead, a healthy dietary pattern 
refers to the entire pattern of a person’s overall diet 
over time – their customary habits around diet and 
eating. A healthy dietary pattern contains nutrient-
dense foods and beverages in amounts that achieve 
recommended calorie limits. For more information 
and examples of healthy dietary patterns, see the 
Diet Guidelines for Americans 2020-2025 report.15

During treatment, a healthy dietary pattern is one 
that provides patients with sufficient nutrition to 
build and maintain their strength during treatment. 
Patients may need to adjust their diet to consume 
higher-calorie foods to maintain healthy body 
weight.16 

After treatment, or for patients who are not 
experiencing malnutrition or nutrition-related side 
effects, cancer survivors should also follow healthy 
dietary patterns as outlined in the ACS Guideline for 
Diet and Physical Activity for Cancer Prevention. 
Specific dietary recommendations in the ACS 
prevention guideline emphasize a dietary pattern rich 
in a variety of plant foods, such as vegetables, whole 
fruits, whole grains, and beans/legumes, but limited 
in or not including red and processed meats, sugar-
sweetened beverages, highly processed foods, and 
refined grain products. 

https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
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Resources – For Providers

Source Resources Link

Alliance to Advance Patient 
Nutrition

Malnutrition Screening Tool 
(MST)

https://www.mass.gov/doc/malnutrition-
screening-tool/download

Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics

Find a Nutrition Expert https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-
expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_
update&rdInfo=fae

CA: A Cancer Journal for 
Clinicians

American Cancer Society 
Guideline for Diet and 
Physical Activity for Cancer 
Prevention journal article 

https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
full/10.3322/caac.21591

American Cancer Society American Cancer Society 
Guideline for Diet and 
Physical Activity for Cancer 
Prevention webpage

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-
get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-
activity-cancer-prevention.html

Department of Health and 
Human Services

Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans

https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/

Resources – For Patients

Source Resources Link

Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics

Find a Nutrition Expert https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-
expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_
update&rdInfo=fae

American Cancer Society Eat Healthy webpage https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-
get-active/eat-healthy.html

American Cancer Society Tips for Healthy Eating 
handout

https://www.acs4ccc.org/wp-content/
uploads/2021/05/Tips-For-Healthy-Eating.pdf

American Cancer Society Nutrition for People with 
Cancer webpage

https://www.cancer.org/treatment/
survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/
staying-active/nutrition.html

https://www.mass.gov/doc/malnutrition-screening-tool/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/malnutrition-screening-tool/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/malnutrition-screening-tool/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/malnutrition-screening-tool/download
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/
https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/
https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae 
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://www.eatright.org/find-a-nutrition-expert?rdType=url_edit&rdProj=fane_update&rdInfo=fae
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/eat-healthy.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/eat-healthy.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/eat-healthy.html
https://www.acs4ccc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Tips-For-Healthy-Eating.pdf
https://www.acs4ccc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Tips-For-Healthy-Eating.pdf
https://www.acs4ccc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Tips-For-Healthy-Eating.pdf
https://www.acs4ccc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Tips-For-Healthy-Eating.pdf
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/staying-active/nutrition.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/staying-active/nutrition.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/staying-active/nutrition.ht
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/staying-active/nutrition.ht
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/staying-active/nutrition.ht
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Resources – For Patients

Source Resources Link

Fred Hutchinson Cancer 
Research Center

Cook For Your Life webpage https://www.cookforyourlife.org/

Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics

Nutrition During and After 
Cancer Treatment webpage

https://www.eatright.org/health/diseases-and-
conditions/cancer

Cancer.net (ASCO) Nutrition 
Recommendations During 
and After Treatment 
webpage

https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-
living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-
after-treatment

American Cancer Society Diet and Activity Guidelines 
to Reduce Cancer Risk 
infographic

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-
get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-
activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html

American Institute for 
Cancer Research (AICR)

Treatment Tips: Planning 
and Preparing

https://www.aicr.org/cancer-survival/
treatment-tips/after-treatment/

 

https://www.cookforyourlife.org/
https://www.cookforyourlife.org/
https://www.eatright.org/health/diseases-and-conditions/cancer
https://www.eatright.org/health/diseases-and-conditions/cancer
https://www.eatright.org/health/diseases-and-conditions/cancer
https://www.eatright.org/health/diseases-and-conditions/cancer
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-after-treatment
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-after-treatment
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-after-treatment
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-after-treatment
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-after-treatm
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-after-treatm
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/nutrition-recommendations-during-and-after-treatm
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.aicr.org/cancer-survival/treatment-tips/after-treatment/
https://www.aicr.org/cancer-survival/treatment-tips/after-treatment/
https://www.aicr.org/cancer-survival/treatment-tips/after-treatment/
https://www.aicr.org/cancer-survival/treatment-tips/after-treatment/
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