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Eating a balanced diet following spinal cord injury is very important 

 

 

With spinal cord injury you are more likely to be at risk of: 

• Infections 

• Pressure sores 

• Bowel problems 

• Being over and underweight  

• Osteoporosis (brittle bones)  

• Heart disease  

 

By eating well you can help to maintain a healthy weight and reduce the 

risk of these nutrition-related complications. 

 

Why is nutrition so important? 
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Bread, rice, potato, pasta  

and other starchy food 
1/3 of the food you eat 

Eat with each meal  

Choose wholegrain  

and wholemeal 

Fruit &  

vegetables 
5 portions each day 

Fresh, frozen, tinned,  

dried or juiced 

Milk  

and  

dairy foods 
Protein and calcium  

Needed for strong bones 

Lower-fat options 

Eat 2-3 portions each day 

 

Meat, fish, egg  

and beans 
Protein and minerals 

Meat, fish, eggs, beans,  

pulses, lentils, peas, nuts 

Needed for the body to repair  

and grow, important for rehab 

Include twice each day 

 

         Fat  

       & sugar 
        Try to eat just a  

       small amount 

     Limit: cakes, biscuits, butter,  

   cream, oil, fizzy drinks, chocolate  

  and sweets 

These foods may cause you to gain weight 
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Portion Size Guide 

The hands can be a useful tool to help choose the correct portion size of food 

1 portion of vegetables will fill the palm of both hands 

1 portion of rice/pasta/potatoes is about the size of your fist 

1 portion of meat/fish will fill the palm of one hand 

1 portion of fruit is about the size of your fist 

1 portion of oil is about half the size of your thumb 

 

 



Milk and dairy foods 
 

1 portion is: 

o 1/3 pint or 1 glass of milk 

o 1 yogurt 

o 1 oz/ 30g/ matchbox size 

of cheese 

 

Meat, fish, eggs and beans 
Include twice a day 

Salt 

Eating too much salt can 

increase blood pressure, 

which damages blood vessels 

and increases the risk of 

heart disease and stroke. 

 

When reducing salt and 

sugar intake, tastebuds can 

take up to 3 weeks to adjust. 
 

Oily Fish 

Eat oily fish once each week 

Keeps your heart healthy 

What is oily fish? 

Salmon, trout, mackerel, 

sardines, pilchards, herring, 

kipper, fresh (not tinned) tuna, 

eel and whitebait 



Fibre 

• Dietary Fibre 

– ‘roughage’  

• Insoluble 

– Wholemeal/wholegrain, bran, cereals 

– Softens and bulks stool 

– Helps pass waste more easily 

• Soluble:  
– Oats, rye, beans, peas, lentils, fruit+veg flesh 

– Forms a gel when mixed with liquid 

• Gradual introduction 

– 1-2 new fibre foods/week 

General population ~ 18g/day 
After SCI, aim for 15g after SCI, increase up to 

30g/day  

 

  



How to increase fibre 

• 5-a-Day 

• Beans/peas/lentils added to stews, casseroles, soups, 

lasagne and minced meat 

• Sliced banana/apple in cereal 

• Dried fruit over cereals 

• Wholegrain pasta in lasagne, macaroni cheese 

• Mix 50% wholemeal and 50% white flour in baking 



Fibre 

• Slow transit constipation  

- more water reabsorbed in large bowel 

• Neorogenic bowel 

– lose sensation that bowel is full, may not feel the urge to empty your 
bowel, may experience loss of sphincter muscle control 

– Reflex bowel versus Flaccid bowel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Loose bowels  
or urgency? 

 Avoid food and drink that stimulates and draws excess fluid into the bowel 

 

For example: 

Caffeine - tea, coffee, cola, chocolate 

Prunes and figs 

Pure fruit juice 

Sorbitol (synthetic sweetener) 

Alcohol 



Fluid 

 

 

• Minimum of 8-10 glasses spread throughout day 

• Water, no added sugar squash, tea/coffee 

Check your hydration… 



Food Labels 

All 

measures  

per 100g 

Low  

a healthier  

choice 

Medium 

ok most of 

the time 

High 

just  

occasionally 

 

Sugars 

 

5g or less 

 

5.1 - 15g 

More than 

15g 

 

Fat 

 

3g or less 

 

3.1 - 20g 

More than  

20g 

 

Saturates 

 

1.5g or less 

 

1.6 - 5g 

More than  

5g 

 

Salt 

 

0.30g or less 

 

0.31 - 1.5g 

More than  

1.5g 



Cereal Pizza 



Eating too much saturated fat can cause blockages in blood vessels, 

 increasing the risk of heart attack and stroke 

 
 

Cardiovascular Disease 
Cholesterol 

Healthy blood vessel 

 

 

Blood vessel with restricted blood flow 

 

 

Blocked blood vessel leading to heart 

attack or stroke 



Grate cheese, don’t slice  

you’ll eat less! 
Eat plenty of  

fruit and veg 

Eat balanced  

meals 

Eat less pastry 

Choose lean  

mince 

Trim fat off meat 

Cut back on saturated fat 

Use rapeseed,  

sunflower or olive oil 

 instead of butter 

Remove the skin  

from chicken,  

go easy on the sauce 

Grill, don’t fry 

http://topnews.in/health/files/olive-oil.jpg
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.howtoloseweightfast.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/chicken-without-skin.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.howtoloseweightfast.com/&usg=__c8oGqpqQXacxs5f0UGs-DzuRCPo=&h=280&w=280&sz=20&hl=en&start=9&zoom=1&tbnid=vgP9JjKbad4ZYM:&tbnh=114&tbnw=114&ei=1tkeT_eyGcSdOuK7wZwO&prev=/images?q=chicken+no+skin&hl=en&safe=active&sa=N&gbv=2&tbm=isch&itbs=1
http://www.rootsrain.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/10/sausage.jpg


Healthy Weight - Energy Balance 

You may lose weight immediately after your spinal injury 

as your body goes into shock 

 

You are more likely to become overweight in the long-term 

as you are using less energy than before your injury 

 

Try to maintain a healthy weight 

You may have a poor appetite for a number 

of reasons.  

When you are only eating small amounts, it 

is important to ensure that the food is as 

nourishing as possible, e.g.  

 

• High energy foods: sweet/sugary and 

fatty/oily foods. 

• High protein foods: dairy products (milk, 

cheese, and yogurts), eggs, meat, fish, 

nuts and beans 

Underweight Overweight 

You may experience weight gain following 

your spinal cord injury.  

This is because you are using less 

energy than before your injury 

 

Excessive weight gain needs to be 

avoided.  

Making small achievable changes to your 

diet can help you to achieve a healthy 

weight. 
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Healthy Bones 

Any activity or exercise, such as standing once a day, will help to keep 

bones strong 

You need calcium for strong bones and vitamin D to absorb calcium 

from your food 

Vitamin D is made by the action of sunlight on the skin.  

Expose your arms, hands and face to the sun for 15 minutes each day 

between May-October 

 

 

 Calcium 

Dairy products 

Tofu & Soya 

Sardines and pilchards 

Green leafy vegetables 

Dried apricots 

White flour 

Nuts 

Vitamin D 

Oily fish 

Egg yolks 

Liver and pate 

Fortified margarine 

Spread 

Breakfast cereal 

http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_vlKA2p8Rm2Q/TS4PKqGqAQI/AAAAAAAAJFc/ly8JeUycryU/s1600/Dried_Apricot(1).jpg&imgrefurl=http://bloodybrill.blogspot.com/2011/01/healthy-snacks.html&usg=__pSmzG8pQQIZzrbtt366P29IOuGM=&h=334&w=500&sz=12&hl=en&start=3&zoom=1&tbnid=FfJe2zZWitf2qM:&tbnh=87&tbnw=130&ei=H9IeT4TCNISDOvOQzLIO&prev=/images?q=dried+apricots&hl=en&safe=active&gbv=2&tbm=isch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.lovefatburningfoods.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/whole-eggs.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.lovefatburningfoods.com/whole-eggs&usg=__ZMYqjnxmpu_-vL7WRTRfwoLXMTQ=&h=480&w=383&sz=30&hl=en&start=35&zoom=1&tbnid=mmgZqouY39HWiM:&tbnh=129&tbnw=103&ei=f88eT5WjA4WgOvzEpaoO&prev=/search?q=egg&start=20&hl=en&safe=active&sa=N&gbv=2&tbm=isch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://img.21food.com/20110609/product/1211270192703.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.21food.com/products/breakfast-cereals-99343.html&usg=__4L2_YVsurxg0tSVzP1oLx3lxCWU=&h=540&w=360&sz=36&hl=en&start=20&zoom=1&tbnid=-tPHLNeoO67Q-M:&tbnh=132&tbnw=88&ei=F9AeT_XpFoaWOtCWzcUO&prev=/images?q=breakfast+cereals&hl=en&safe=active&gbv=2&tbm=isch&itbs=1
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://static1.shopify.com/s/files/1/0009/8592/files/french_pate.jpg?1236530426&imgrefurl=http://www.marketquarter.com/collections/french-pate&usg=__Abyu1CCSIfY8pmuO0SncJRistdc=&h=289&w=409&sz=40&hl=en&start=8&zoom=1&tbnid=CCSj-asukK-RXM:&tbnh=88&tbnw=125&ei=9c8eT76-LIKbOp-d8Z8O&prev=/images?q=pate&hl=en&safe=active&gbv=2&tbm=isch&itbs=1
http://cookit.e2bn.org/phpThumb/phpThumb.php?src=/library/1257788574/tinned_sardines.original.jpg&w=440&h=320
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.myfitnessstudio.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Nuts.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.myfitnessstudio.co.uk/benefits-of-nuts/&usg=__DMmFAxtNCu8X_6qmbPQbSMGSXuU=&h=363&w=600&sz=160&hl=en&start=7&zoom=1&tbnid=WgRuNv63JmPt5M:&tbnh=82&tbnw=135&ei=NNIeT6qPN8yhOsLtqbUO&prev=/images?q=nuts&hl=en&safe=active&gbv=2&tbm=isch&itbs=1


Limit Alcohol 

A modest amount of alcohol may help to protect your heart 

 

However, too much alcohol:  

 Increases blood pressure and triglycerides 

 Causes weight gain 

 

Spread your drinking over 3 or more days if you 

regularly drink as much as 14 units a week 

 

Try to have several drink-free days each week 

14 units 

per week 



Need to see a dietitian? 

As a hospital patient: 

Ask your nurse to refer you to the spinal dietitians 

When you’ve been discharged: 
Ask your consultant to refer you to the spinal injury weight management clinic or community 

dietitians. 

Other Resources 
NHS eat well 

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/ 

 

NHS food labels 

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/how-to-read-food-labels/ 

 

NHS what is a unit of alcohol 

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-support/calculating-alcohol-units/ 

 

British Dietetic Assocation Pressure Sore and Diet Fact sheet 

https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/pressure-ulcers-pressure-sores-diet.html 
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