
Eating well before 
your surgery

To be issued at your pre-surgical assessment or at least 
6 weeks prior to admission for surgery.

Information for you by dietitians

This is general advice only 〕 speciic procedures such as 
gastrointestinal or head and neck surgery may require 
individualised guidance.

Eating well before surgery means that you will recover 
more quickly, gain greater beneit from your surgery and 
reduce the risk of infection.  Before you go into hospital 
for your surgery, it is important to eat a balanced diet to 
help your recovery.  Once you have had your surgery, it is 
important to start eating as soon as you are able.

Aim to eat 3 regular meals a day with healthy snacks in 
between. If you have a poor appetite, eating little and 
often helps to provide all the energy and nourishment 
you need 〕 try to eat 6 small meals a day instead. Before 
your surgery, try to stock your cupboards and freezer 
with healthy foods and drinks so you won’t have to worry 
about shopping during your recovery. If you are unable 
to cook, ready meals are helpful 〕 check the label and 
choose healthy varieties.
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The eatwell plate

Use the eatwell plate to help you get the balance right. It 
shows how much of what you eat should come from each 
food group.
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Try to have foods from each group shown – most of 
your food should be fruit and vegetables, and starchy 
carbohydrates with some dairy and protein foods.  
Food and drinks high in fat and sugar should form the 
smallest part of your overall diet – it is OK to have these 
occasionally, but try to limit them for overall health.
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Fruit and vegetables

Fruit and vegetables provide you with ibre, vitamins and 
minerals to help your body repair. Try to include fruit and/
or vegetables with all meals and snacks – aim for at least 
5 portions a day. A portion is roughly what will it in your 
hand. Try bananas, apples, pears, oranges, carrots, salad 
or peas.

Starchy foods

Starchy foods provide you with ibre and energy.  Starchy 
foods should form the basis of each meal, and provide 
the energy required to help with a faster recovery.  Fill 
about a third of your plate with starchy foods like bread, 
chapatti, breakfast cereal, pasta, rice, potatoes, etc.  
Where possible choose wholegrain varieties as a healthier 
option.  

Dairy

Milk and dairy products provide the body with calcium for 
healthy teeth and bones. These can be included as drinks 
or snacks on their own such as a glass of milk or a pot of 
yoghurt. Alternatively, many meals and snacks contain 
dairy foods as a key element, for example milk on cereal, 
in drinks or sauces.  Aim to include 2 portions a day.
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Meat, ish, eggs, beans and other 
sources of protein

Protein is important for building strong muscles.  
Maintaining and improving your strength will help you 
move around after your surgery.  Protein is found in 
lentils, pulses, tofu, eggs, meat, chicken and ish. Try 
to have protein with at least two meals every day, for 
example an egg sandwich at lunchtime and grilled salmon 
with dinner. After your surgery, protein will help your 
wounds to heal. 

Suggested portions of protein include:

 l a slice of meat (80g or about the size of a pack of 
cards)

 l a illet of ish (140g or about the size of a cheque 
book)

 l 4 tablespoons of cooked pulses or half a standard tin 
of baked beans.  
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Fluid

Fluid is also important.  You should drink 6-8 cups or 
glasses (1.5-2.0 litres) every day.

It is best to reduce your alcohol intake in the month 
before your surgery. Better still, don’t drink at all during 
this time.

Vitamin and mineral supplements

Vitamins and minerals are essential nutrients for your 
body.  Eating a balanced diet will provide all the vitamins 
and minerals that most people need, so taking extra 
vitamins and minerals is not normally required.  If you 
have been diagnosed with a speciic nutrient deiciency or 
you have any concerns, speak to your healthcare team.

Further advice

Ask to speak to a dietitian if you: 

 l are struggling with your appetite

 l are underweight 

 l are very overweight 

 l have special dietary requirements due to health 
conditions such as diabetes or heart disease. You 
may require personalised advice to improve your 
nutritional intake.   
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This information was produced for Nutrition and Diet Resources UK (NDR-UK) with the kind support of dietitians and related health and care 
professionals.  At the time of publication the information contained within the resource was, to the best of our knowledge, correct and up-to-date.  
Always consult a suitably qualiied dietitian and/or your GP on health problems.  NDR-UK cannot be held responsible for how clients/patients 
interpret and use the information within this resource.  Visit www.ndr-uk.org for more information and to contact the team on the development 
and evidence supporting this resource.

Part funded by the Scottish Government. NDR-UK – the UK’s practitioner-
led nutrition and diet resource provider.
Registered charity number SC041043, company number SC364677.

© NDR-UK Ref 9377, First published: 06/15
Next review: 06/18
To re-order visit www.ndr-uk.org and follow instructions

Contact information:

Dietitian ..............................................................

Nurse .................................................................
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