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Nutrition

   Good nutrition and healthy eating habits are important not only to prevent cancer but equally during cancer treatment to improve patient's response to treatment.

   Most cancers can be prevented if people adopt appropriate eating habits and healthy lifestyles (i.e maintain a healthy weight and practice regular physical activity). Amongst the foods recommended for the prevention of cancers we have fruits and vegetables, whole grains, nuts and legumes. A diet that is abundant in these foods and is low in red and processed meats is beneficial in the prevention of cancer. These foods provide vitamins, minerals and naturally-occurring protective plant phytochemicals that can help to defend the body against cancer. These protective substances help in diffusing potential carcinogens, eliminate toxins that may lead to cancer, facilitate cellular repair, stagnate the growth of cancer cells and induce cell apoptosis.

   The anticancer efficacy of phytochemicals in particular has been attributed to their antioxidant, anti-proliferative, and apoptotic activities. They do this through their ability to modulate multiple biological mechanisms involved in cancer initiation and progression as well as targeting metabolic pathways important in curtailing cancer invasion and metastasis. Thus antioxidants have the potential to stimulate the immune system, slow the growth rate of cancer cells, and prevent DNA damage that can lead to cancer [1-2].

   Consumption of soy foods has also been correlated with low rates of breast, colon and prostate cancer amongst others. Soybeans are said contain a number of anti-carcinogens. Amongst its protective effects is the suppression of the growth of cancer cells. Soy isoflavones have been shown to target major epigenetic mechanisms regulating gene expression including DNA methylation; affect cell proliferation, migration, invasion and metastasis formation [3].


Nutrition During Cancer Treatment


   Healthy eating habits and good nutrition can help patients deal with the effects of cancer and its treatment. Cancer treatments are more effective when the patient is well nourished and gets enough calories and protein in the diet. Cancer treatment (chemotherapy, radiation therapy and surgery) can place a lot of nutritional demand on the body because the side effects of these treatments can affect ones eating habits and consequently ones nutritional status. Some side effects of cancer treatment include nausea, vomiting, fatigue, appetite loss, weight loss, bowel changes, mouth and throat sores, constipation, diarrhea and weakening of the immune system. The main nutritional goals during this period of treatment are maintaining a healthy weight and controlling the side effects of treatment. Therefore, eating healthy foods that supply the body with calories and nutrients for energy, repair, recovery, and healing are essential to achieving this goal. In this regard, adequate calories and proteins are needed for the body to repair itself [4].

   A healthy eating pattern during treatment includes plenty of vegetables and fruit, moderate amounts of whole grains, and plant protein sources like nuts, beans, lentils, along with modest portions of fish, poultry, lean meats, and nonfat or low- fat dairy foods. Cancer patients who have an immune system compromised by cancer treatment should avoid foods that can cause further harm like unpasteurized dairy products, raw fish and meat or foods that are undercooked. Consumption of antioxidant rich foods and phytochemicals during treatment can protect normal cells against free radical during treatment thus reducing the damage caused by chemotherapy and radiation therapy and reduce radiation induced side effects [2,4].

   Inadequate nutrition can keep the body from healing both from the cancer and the effect of its treatment and could in some instances result in malnutrition and increased toxicity. Cancer-associated malnutrition is common in cancer patients and is the leading cause of morbidity and mortality, especially in advanced stages of the disease. Factors implicated in the development of under nutrition in cancer patients are: reduced dietary intake, malabsorption and altered metabolism. These factors can result from the host response to the cancer itself,   the anti-cancer therapy or the effects of the cancer itself on metabolism. These detrimental factors can act as a single cause or combination leading to a greater risk of under nutrition [5].
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