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Food may not be at the front 
of your mind when you’re 

about to go into hospital, but 
eating well before – and after 
– an operation or treatment 

plays a crucial part in speedy 
recovery. Here’s how to plan

BEFORE YOU GO

G
OING INTO HOSPITAL  

takes its toll, physically and 

emotionally, but we may get 

better and regain strength 

more quickly if our immune systems are 

built up before treatment. That means 

ensuring you eat nutrition-dense foods 

before your hospital stay and getting 

back into regular eating patterns as 

soon as possible afterwards. 

‘Eating well before and after surgery 

means thinking ahead,’ advises Stella 

Vig, council member for the Royal 

College of Surgeons. So, although you 

may not feel like it, it will help to stock 

up on easy-to-prepare ingredients and 

healthy ready-made meals for 

your return home. Batch-

cooking to fill your freezer 

is also a good way to get 

the nutrients in.

Get ahead 
Scientists believe a poor 

intake of certain nutrients 

lowers immunity, although 

only a few studies make 

this direct link. ‘Essential 

nutrients include zinc, 

selenium, iron, copper, 

folic acid and vitamins A, 

B6, C, and E,’ says nutrition 

editor Amanda Ursell. 

‘You’ll get these from veg, 

fruit, wholegrains, fish, 

pulses, eggs, lean meat 

and healthy oils and nuts 

– essentially, the Med Diet.’  

Research also shows 

taking a probiotic 

supplement before and 

during a hospital stay  

can minimise the risk of 

diarrhoea and an infection 

called clostridium difficile.  

This mostly affects people who 

have recently been on antibiotics, and is 

easily spread in a hospital setting. It’s 

worth checking with your consultant to 

see if a supplement would help. 

You can boost the effects by including 

prebiotics (which feed probiotics) to 

your diet, adds Alison Clark of the 

British Dietetic Association. ‘Good food 

sources are leeks, onions, artichokes, 

garlic, chicory and bananas.’ Read more 

about prebiotics and probiotics on p30.

YOUR  
RECOVERY  
eating plan

VEGETABLES are packed with 

antioxidants, including polyphenols, 

which can help fight inflammation. 

Orange and dark green vegetables 

contain beta-carotene, which is 

converted into vitamin A. This helps to 

keep the membranes of our mouths, 

throats, nasal passages, lungs and skin 

in good condition, to help physically 

block the entry of invading bacteria and 

viruses. Dark green vegetables, peppers 

and potatoes also provide vitamin C for 

stimulating the formation of antibodies.
● Have at least three servings per day.

FRUITS Berries of all descriptions 

contain vitamin C and give us myriad 

polyphenols and other antioxidants 

believed to have anti-inflammatory 

effects in our bodies. Apples and pears 

give us soluble fibre to help control 

blood sugars.
● Have at least two servings per day.

WHOLEGRAIN STARCHY CARBS are 

great for fibre, which appears to lower 

C-reactive protein (CRP), a substance in 

the blood that indicates inflammation. 

Choose wholemeal bread, pitta and 

wraps, brown pasta and brown rice, and 

wholegrain cereals such as porridge, 

Weetabix and Shredded Wheat. These 

foods also contain vitamin E, along with 

minerals zinc and selenium. Vitamin E  

is an antioxidant that helps to zap free 

radicals and may improve immune 

function, while zinc aids healing and is 

vital for internal immune system cells. 

A lack of selenium, meanwhile, appears 

to dampen immune system function. 
● Have one serving at every meal.

LEAN, PROTEIN-RICH FOODS are 

crucial for a strong immune system  

as protein helps to keep our 

membranes healthy, along with  

all the major cells and organs of the 

immune system. Go for eggs, low-fat 

dairy foods such as skimmed milk, 

low-fat fortified soya milk, tofu, pulses 

such as beans, lentils and peas, nuts  

and seeds, lean chicken, fish and 

occasional lean red meat.
● Have one serving at every meal.

NUTS Studies have linked nuts with 

reduced markers of inflammation. 

Nuts give us protein, fibre and vitamin 

E, and brazil nuts are especially high 

in selenium.
● Have a 30g handful as a snack 

between meals each day.

OILY FISH is great for protein 

and also omega-3 essential fats. 

These fats help to reduce CRP 

(see left) and interleukin-6, 

another inflammation-promoting 

protein in our bodies. Eat fresh or 

canned salmon, sardines, mackerel 

and pilchards, but choose fresh 

tuna and anchovies over canned 

varieties (the canning process 

removes most of the omega-3s 

Foods to boost your immunity
Including the following in your diet will help you stay on top form

from tuna and canned anchovies tend 

to be extremely high in salt). 
● Have one 130g serving per week.

EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL This type  

of oil is full of monounsaturated 

heart-friendly fats and provides 

antioxidants and oleocanthal, a 

compound scientists believe can help 

lower inflammation.
● Have 1tbsp a day in dressings  

or use in cooking.

DRINKS It’s vital to avoid dehydration 

– you’ll know you’re well hydrated if your 

urine is a pale straw colour. Ignore the 

‘clean’ or ‘detox’ diets that put coffee 

and tea on the banned list – both 

contain polyphenols and other 

compounds, which may protect 

against inflammation. Just avoid 

caffeine at any time when it 

could disrupt your sleep, 

which is important when your 

body is trying to recover.
● Drink water and 

low-fat milk 

throughout  

the day. 
● Stick to three  

to four cups of 

coffee or tea a 

day. If you’re 

pregnant, limit 

yourself to one to 

two cups (or below 

200mg caffeine) daily. 
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‘It’s a good idea to reduce the levels of 
inflammation in the body before you go to hospital,’ 
says Amanda. ‘Inflammation is triggered when  
our immune system responds to invaders such as 
bacteria, or when it’s recovering from illness,’ she 
says. ‘Short incidences of inflammation can help us 
fight disease, but if levels are raised day after day, 
as a reaction, for instance, to stress or fatigue, it 
eventually puts a strain on our immune system. 
This makes it harder for us to heal.’
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Don’t fancy what’s on the menu?
It’s important you don’t miss out on nutrients by skipping meals, so Amanda suggests you ask 
visitors to bring along some nutritious alternatives, and to steer clear of more unhealthy choices

If you’re suffering from 
constipation
Focus on foods rich in wholegrains and 

drink plenty of fluids.

   TRY THIS

BREAKFAST Porridge with a banana 

and sultanas, plus a cup of tea.

SNACK Oatcakes with nut butter and 

slices of apple, plus a glass of water.

LUNCH Poached eggs on wholemeal 

toast followed by fruit salad and a cup 

of herbal tea.

SNACK 4 rye crispbreads spread  

with ricotta, and raw carrot and red 

pepper crudités.

DINNER Hole mole black bean chilli, 

followed by baked apple and custard.

BEFORE BED Small bowl of bran flakes 

with berries. 

If you’ve lost your 
appetite
Foods that look, smell and taste 

delicious need to be top of your list  

– so make sure you include all your 

favourites. Aromas that get your 

digestive juices flowing can also 

stimulate the appetite.

   TRY THIS

BREAKFAST A 150ml glass grapefruit 

juice (some medications, such as statins, 

don’t mix with grapefruit, so first check 

with your GP) and a lean bacon sandwich 

or a bake-at-home croissant and berries. 

SNACK A yogurt topped with berries. 

LUNCH Bowl of wholesome, 

nutritious soup such as butternut squash 

soup with cannellini beans, plus a roll 

warmed in the oven to boost aromas.

SNACK Hummus with a toasted  

pitta and a fruit and banana  

milk-based smoothie.

DINNER Macaroni cheese made with 

semi-skimmed milk and reduced-fat 

cheddar with some very lightly steamed 

broccoli on the side. Fruit crumble with 

custard for dessert.

BEFORE BED Toast spread with nut 

butter and a sliced apple.

If you need to  
regain weight
Surgery can increase your metabolism 

and the speed calories are burned,  

and some illnesses and treatments  

have a similar effect. If you’ve lost 

weight, try this daily eating plan. I’ve 

included milky drinks, skimmed milk 

powder and foods such as dark 

chocolate and nuts that are calorific  

as well as nutritious.

   TRY THIS

BREAKFAST Porridge made with milk 

mixed with skimmed milk powder, plus 

2 eggs on wholemeal toast.

SNACK 50g nuts and a milky coffee.

LUNCH Herby meatballs with orzo 

pasta with a piece of bread and salad 

with olive oil dressing, followed by 

yogurt with fruit.

SNACK 50g dark chocolate, some 

berries and a milky drink (fortified soya, 

if you fancy a change).

DINNER Baked potato with ricotta and 

roasted vegetables. Rice pudding with 

canned peaches.

BEFORE BED A few oatcakes  

with peanut butter and a 250ml glass  

of orange juice.

WHOLEGRAIN FILLED ROLLS As long 

as your digestive system can cope with 

fibre, a sandwich made with wholemeal 

bread will add zinc to your meal, which 

is important for both wound healing and 

a healthy immune system. Adding some 

lean roast beef, prawns, tuna or crab 

meat will further boost the zinc content, 

and the fibre will help fill you up.   

SMELLY FOODS AND MEALS While 

foods you normally enjoy at home  

may have been made with care and 

brought with love to your bedside,  

any strong food aromas could trigger 

nausea when you’re feeling delicate. 

And if you’re sharing a ward with  

other people it could have an effect  

on them, too. Curries and egg 

sandwiches are best left for you  

to enjoy when you get home. 

HIGH-FAT FAST FOODS These contain 

fewer immune-boosting vitamins and 

minerals and are usually low in fibre, 

which is vital for keeping your large 

intestine healthy (the last thing you  

want is constipation). Research by the 

University of Cambridge found high-fat 

diets can have almost immediate 

negative effects on muscles, causing 

them to work less effectively – an effect 

they described as a ‘high-fat hangover’.

READY-PEELED ORANGES or satsumas 

will give you vitamin C boost, which is 

vital for wound healing and immunity. 

Ask visitors to bring them peeled and 

segmented in a plastic container to 

make them easier to eat. The citrussy 

taste will brighten up your taste buds, too. 

Rinse your mouth with water afterwards 

to protect against tooth erosion.

     WHAT TO CHOOSE

    WHAT TO AVOID

WHEN YOU GET HOMEAT THE HOSPITAL
‘Some people may find they’re ravenous, but many find they’re too 
tired to eat,’ says Stella Vig of the Royal College of Surgeons. Unless 
you’re following specific medical advice, the general consensus is 
to eat regularly even if you don’t really feel like it. Stella adds that 
many foods can taste unappetising post-op, while medications 
such as antibiotics and painkillers can make you nauseous, and 
strong painkillers may make you constipated. Follow Amanda’s 
plans below to get you back into healthy eating habits.

Hospital food still has a bad reputation, despite the efforts of high-
profile chefs, such as James Martin and Heston Blumenthal, to 
introduce healthier patient meals. That said, earlier this year a 
report by The Patients Association found 75% of patients would 
recommend their hospital’s food service to others. However, only 
16% said they’d received information about eating well during 
their stay. Public Health England is in the process of updating its 
nutrition principles for hospitals in line with the latest guidelines.

ED OR

FOOD

CEREAL AND LONGLIFE MILK

Wholegrain cereals, such as bran flakes 

or Weetabix, and longlife milk in 

single-serve cartons make it easy to 

snack whenever you feel peckish. Milk 

gives you the calcium that’s vital for 

bone repair, as well as protein, which 

you need more of after an op, for tissue 

and wound repair.

LLY FOODS AND MEALS W ENERGY DRINKS While they may 

sound just the ticket for an energy 

boost, they’re brimming with sugar.  

This means your pancreas has to work 

harder than usual and gives you a blood 

sugar high, followed by an energy 

slump. They’re also bad for your teeth 

(which may be harder to clean if you’re 

finding it tricky to get to the bathroom), 

and may contain a lot of caffeine, which 

can disrupt the restful sleep you need.

It’s important not to neglect 
your diet once you’re home.  
This could lead to malnutrition, 
which in turn can result in risk 
of illness and infection, slower 
healing, low mood, reduced 
energy and low muscle strength. 

Recipe at healthyfood.co.uk
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