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Objectives
(1) To define the role of the oncology dietitian in both cancer
treatment and in survivorship.

(2) To review the nutrition recommendations set forth by
national and international agencies to reduce the risk of cancer
development. (AICR, WHO, Academy of Nutrition & Dietetics)

(3) To examine the benefits of the plant-based diet and how it
may reduce the risk of cancer development. 

(4) To investigate nutrients of concern and focused attention for
patients who pursue a plant-based diet to ensure nutrition
adequacy. 

(5) To provide recommendations to practitioners on how to
discuss a plant-based nutrition approach for patients interested
in adopting a plant-based diet. 



My Professional Path 
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Nutrients can play different
roles at different stages within
the carcinogenesis process. 
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In 2020, an estimated 1.8 new cases
of cancer would be diagnosed in the
United States and 606,520 people
would die from the disease.(1)

1

Cancer deaths estimated to be
related to (2): 

- 1/3 smoking
- 1/3 overweight, obesity, physical  
   inactivity, and poor diet. 



Initial DNA Damage
Chemicals*
Oxidation*

Inflammation*
Viruses 

Radiation

*Nutrition can play a vital role

Normal Cell Initiated Cell

Cancer Progression

Genetic Damage Genetic Damage

Malignant Tumor



Role of Outpatient
Oncology Dietitian

Nutrition intervention during cancer
treatment is associated with fewer
treatment-related side effects (3-6),

fewer hospitalizations (5-7), and
improved quality of life (3,4,8). 



Potential Nutrition-Related Concerns

- Treatment side effects 
               (e.g. nausea, vomiting, diarrhea,    
                mucositis, taste changes, etc. )
- Fatigue
- Pain
- Anorexia (loss of appetite)
- Treatment-related cachexia
- Immunosuppression
- Weight or body-composition changes
- Drug-nutrient interactions

Initial Treatment

(9)



Potential Outcomes

- Ability to adhere to scheduled treatment
- Fewer infectious complications
- Improved weight and body composition
- Delay or prevention of disease progression
- Improved chances of survival
- Improved quality of life

Initial Treatment

(9)



Early and/or Long-Term Potential
Nutrition-Related Concerns

- Fatigue
- Pain
- Endocrine disorders
- Weight or body-composition changes
- Cognitive deficits
- Dental caries or complications
- Cardiovascular complications
- Decreased bone denisity

Post-Treatment

(9)



- Decreased fatigue
- Improved functional status
- More rapid recovery from treatment
- Improved weight and body composition
- Decreased risk for cancer recurrence and   
   subsequent primary cancers
- Improved chances of survival
- Improved quality of life 
- Decreased health care costs

(9)

Early and/or Long-Term Potential
Outcomes of Nutrition Interventions

Post-Treatment



Third Expert Report

"Set out over 25 years ago to better
define the relationship between diet,

nutrition and physical activity, and
cancer."

Used comprehensive analysis, the most
meticulous of methods, and the worldwide
body of evidence on preventing and
surviving cancer through diet, nutrition
and physical activity, and presents the
latest global Cancer Prevention
Recommendations." 

(10)
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"It is the position of the Academy of Nutrition
& Dietetics that appropriately planned
vegetarian, including vegan, diets are

healthful, nutritionally adequate, and may
provide health benefits for the prevention

and treatment of certain diseases."



Cancer Specific - AND Position Paper

Vegetarian diets associated with
lower overall cancer risk, especially

gastrointestinal cancer. (11, 12)

A vegan diet appears to have a
greater protection against

overall cancer incidence than
any other dietary pattern. (11, 12) 

Meta-analysis of 7 studies reports
vegetarians have an 18% lower overall
incidence than nonvegetarians. (11,13)



Phytonutrients
Disease Fighting Nutrients

- Found only within plants

- "Natural" chemicals 

- Beneficial to human health

- Demonstrate anti-cancer effects in
   laboratory studies  

- Known to interfere with a number of   
  cellular processes involved in the 
  progression of cancer (14)  



Phytochemicals (15,16)

Sulforaphane

Curcumin

A powerful anti-inflammatory

commonly used in traditional Indian

dishes. 

Ferulic Acid

Found in a number of foods

including whole grains, fruits, and

coffee. 

Quercetin

Found in a wide variety of foods, but

especially citrus fruits, apples, onions,

and parsley.  

Genistein

Best known sources include soy

products, such as edamame, tofu,

tempeh, and soy milk. 

Indole-3-Carbinol

Commonly found in vegetables such

as broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower,

kale, mustard greens. (The power of

cruciferous veggies!)

Primarily found in cruciferous

vegetables such as broccoli,

cauliflower, brussel sprouts, and

cabbage. 



Laboratory Study Findings 
Phytochemicals (17)

Stimulate the immune system

Block substances we eat, drink, 
and breathe from becoming carcinogens

Reduce inflammation that 
makes cancer growth more likely

Prevent DNA damage and help with DNA repair

Reduce oxidative damage

Slow the growth rate of cancer cells

Trigger apoptosis

Help to regulate hormones



Plant-Based Diet Vegan Diet

Whole-food focus Avoids all animal-based products

typically in diet & lifestyleFruit, veggies, whole grains, legumes,

nuts & seeds Not necessarily focused on whole

foodsMay or may not be 100% plant-based 

May include high amounts of

processed and/or meat analog options 
Minimizes refined foods such as

refined flour and sugar
Ranges greatly in nutrient composition 

High in fiber, phytochemicals,

vitamins, minerals, etc. Choice more likely motivated by

animal advocacyChoice likely motivated by

health, environment, and/or

animal advocacy



What about
deficiencies? 

Most Americans...
...don’t get enough vitamins A, C, and E,
the minerals magnesium and potassium,
and of course fiber   (18). 

- 93% don’t get enough vitamin E (18)
- 97% don’t get enough fiber (19) 
- 98% don’t get enough potassium (20) 

But a whole-food
plant-based diet...
...is  naturally  high in vitamins A, C, E, and
magnesium, potassium, and fiber! (18)
 



But just like any dietary approach,
there are some considerations and
nutrients to pay closer attention to. 



Nutrients of Consideration
Plant-Based Diets (11)

Zinc

Compared to non-vegetarian

control groups, adult vegetarians

have similar or somewhat lower

intakes and lower, but within

normal range, serum zinc

concentrations. 

Omega-3s

Intakes tend to be lower in

vegan/vegetarians. Important to

emphasize plant sources (flax,

chia, hemp, walnuts, etc.). An

algae-based supplement may be

appropriate.

Iodine

Can be low in iodine if vegans do

not consume sea vegetables or

iodized salt. Vegan women of

childbearing age should

supplement with 150 mcg/day.

Iron

Vegetarians generally consume

as much iron as, or slightly more

than omnivores. Consider

optimizing bioavailability 

Calcium

Professional should assess dietary

intake for bioavailability of calcium

from plant-foods (i.e. oxalate). Aim

to emphasize high-calcium rich

foods and when necessary, fortified

and/or calcium supplements. 

Protein

Needs are typically met or

exceeded when calorie intakes

are adequate. 

Vitamin D

Status depends on sunlight

exposure and intake of vitamin D

fortified foods and supplements.

Deficiencies are not exclusive to

vegans/vegetarians. 

Vitamin B12

Vegans must regularly consume a

reliable source of vitamin B12 -

whether a supplement or sufficient

fortified foods (e.g. nutritional yeast,

plant-milks). 



Recommendations for
Implementation



First Considerations
As the Practitioner

W H O L E S O M E L L C . C O M

- Plant-based doesn't have to mean restriction!

- Seek to understand your patient's goals & values

- Intuitive eating can meet plant-based eating

- Evaluate current intake and suggest slow,    
   gradual changes

http://www.wholesomellc.com/


The New American Plate | AICR



Or, Perhaps Another Option



Final Thoughts
 

W H O L E S O M E L L C . C O M

- Plant-based diets can provide significant health
benefits compared to non-vegetarian diets - especially

heart disease, T2DM, hypertension, certain types of
cancer, and obesity. (11)

- Ensure energy balance, nutritional adequacy, with a
focus on fruits, vegetables, whole grains, legumes, nuts

& seeds to maximize health benefits. 
 

- Supplementation or specific food focus may be
necessary - but this is like any other dietary pattern.

With the exception of vitamin B12 - this is necessary.
 

- Further considerations in environment and animal
advocacy are also an important piece.

http://www.wholesomellc.com/


Favorite Professional Resources

W H O L E S O M E L L C . C O M

- American Institute for Cancer Research (AICR) 

- Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM)

- Cook for Your Life

- DPG Vegetarian Nutrition, AND

- World Cancer Fund - The Third Expert Report

- Oncology Nutrition for Clinical Practice, 2nd Ed.

http://www.wholesomellc.com/
https://www.aicr.org/cancer-prevention/healthy-eating/
https://www.pcrm.org/good-nutrition
https://www.cookforyourlife.org/
https://www.vndpg.org/resources/vegetarian-dietitian-resources
https://www.wcrf.org/diet-and-cancer/
https://www.eatrightstore.org/product-type/books/oncology-nutrition-for-clinical-practice-2nd-edition


Key Take Aways

W H A T  E L S E ?

- A registered dietitian and nutrition intervention can

play a powerful role in all stages of cancer treatment.

 

- A plant-foward or exclusively plant-based diet can be

nutritionally adequate and reduce the risk of cancer

and other chronic diseases.

 

- As with any dietary pattern, it must be appropriately

planned to ensure nutritional adequacy. 

A diet and lifestyle focused on whole, plant-based foods

rich in fiber and phytonutrients - appears to have a

greater protection against overall cancer incidence than

any other dietary pattern. (11, 12)



W H O L E S O M E L L C . C O M

Thank You
Q & A  O P P O R T U N I T Y  

@ W H O L E S O M E L L C

https://www.wholesomellc.com/
https://www.instagram.com/wholesomellc/
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