
Diet and Nutrition After 
Intestinal Surgery
After your surgery, your body will need time to return to a regular diet. By 
changing your food choices, you can help your body heal and help prevent 
digestive problems. These problems are most common in the first few weeks 
after surgery. Most people can start eating a normal diet about 4 to 6 weeks 
after surgery.

Diet Guidelines for the First 4 to 6 Weeks

 � Eat small, frequent meals. Try to eat 5 or 6 small meals per day. (See the sample 
menus for examples of foods and meals.)

 � Chew foods well. Chewing is the first step in digestion and can help you digest 
your food better.

 � Choose a food with a lot of protein at each meal or snack. Protein helps your 
body heal after surgery. Examples of high-protein foods are tender meat, poultry, 
fish, eggs, tofu, cheese, milk, soy milk, yogurt, and smooth (not crunchy) almond, 
cashew, peanut, or sunflower seed butter.

 � Limit highly seasoned and fatty or fried foods. Stick to more bland food choices 
at first, until you know what your body can tolerate.

 � Drink plenty of liquids. Try to drink 8 to 10 cups of water, juice, milk, and other 
liquids per day.

 � Avoid foods with a lot of fiber. Fiber is the part of plant foods that cannot be 
digested by your intestines. Eat less than 10 grams of fiber per day.

Starting a Regular Diet Again
After you have recovered from your surgery, you should be able to slowly start eating 
your usual diet.

 � Add new foods back to your diet one at a time to make sure that you can digest each 
new food.

 � If you notice any discomfort or new symptoms, use a food diary to keep track of the 
foods and liquids you are eating and drinking. Record the type of food or fluid, the 
amount you ate or drank, and any symptoms you had after eating or drinking.

 � Bring your food diary to follow-up appointments with your health care team. Your 
registered dietitian nutritionist (RDN) will be able to help you identify foods or 
patterns that may cause discomfort.
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Food Choices After Intestinal Surgery

Food 
group Foods to choose Foods to avoid (or limit)

Grains Grain foods with less than 2 grams of fiber per 
serving:

 � Bread, bagels, rolls, crackers, and pasta 
made from white or refined flour (without 
seeds or nuts)

 � White rice, well cooked
 � White flour tortillas, corn tortillas
 � Cold or hot cereals made from white or 
refined flour, such as corn flakes, puffed 
rice, cream of wheat, cream of rice, or 
refined grits (fine ground)

Grain foods with more than 2 grams of fiber per 
serving:

 � Whole wheat or whole grain breads, bagels, 
and rolls

 � Breads or cereals made with seeds, nuts, or 
dried fruits

 � Brown or wild rice
 � Barley, oats, and other whole grains, such as 
quinoa

 � Whole wheat pasta
 � Whole grain and high-fiber cereals, 
including oatmeal, bran flakes, and 
shredded wheat

 � Popcorn

Protein foods Well-cooked and tender meats, fish, poultry and 
shellfish

Lean luncheon meats
Well-cooked eggs
Smooth nut butters, such as peanut, almond, or 

sunflower butter
Tofu

Tough, chewy meats
Fried meat, poultry, or fish
Luncheon meats, such as bologna or salami
Sausage, bacon, or hot dogs
Dried beans, peas, or lentils
Hummus
Nuts and seeds (coconut, chia seeds, flaxseeds)
Crunchy nut butters

Dairy Milk
Lactose-free milk
Buttermilk
Powdered milk and evaporated milk
Fortified non-dairy milks (soy, almond, cashew, 

coconut, or rice milk)
Yogurt or lactose-free yogurt (without fruit, 

granola, or nuts)
Kefir (most are 99% lactose-free)
Cheeses like cheddar, Swiss, or Parmesan (low-

fat, block, hard, and aged cheeses are usually 
lower in lactose)

Cottage cheese or lactose-free cottage cheese
Ice cream, lactose-free ice cream, or non-dairy 

ice cream
Sherbet (it is usually low in lactose)

Yogurt with added fruit, nuts, or granola

Vegetables Well-cooked and canned vegetables without 
skins, seeds, or hulls

Potatoes without skins (white, red, yellow, or 
sweet potatoes)

Strained vegetable juice

All raw vegetables
All fried vegetables
Cooked vegetables known to cause gas (beets, 

broccoli, brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, 
collard greens, mustard greens, turnip greens, 
corn, kale, lima beans, mushrooms, okra, 
onions, potato skins, and spinach)
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Food 
group Foods to choose Foods to avoid (or limit)

Fruits Ripe bananas
Melons (cantaloupe, honeydew, or watermelon)
Canned soft fruits in juice (peaches, pears, or 

applesauce)
Well-cooked fruits without seeds, skins, or 

membranes
Fruit juice without pulp (except for prune juice)

All fresh fruits, except fruits from the “Foods to 
choose” list

All dried fruits (like raisins, prunes, and apricots)
Canned fruit with mandarin oranges, papaya, or 

pineapple
Canned fruit in heavy syrup
Fruit juice with pulp
Prune juice

Oils, fats, 
and salad 
dressings

Oils, butter, or margarine
Mayonnaise
Salad dressings without seeds

Salad dressings with seeds (like coleslaw dressing 
with caraway seeds)

Desserts and 
sweets

Plain cakes, cookies, ice cream, sherbet, fruit ice, 
and candy

Honey, seedless jam, jelly

Desserts and sweets with nuts or seeds, coconut, 
dried fruit, or whole grains

Marmalade, jam, and preserves

Other foods High-calorie, high-protein nutritional drinks
Soups made from allowed ingredients
Plain gravy
Salt, pepper
Ketchup

Hot sauce

Sample Menus After Intestinal Surgery

Sample Menu 1 Sample Menu 2 

Breakfast ¾ cup rice cereal
½ banana
4 ounces low-fat (1%) milk 
8 ounces tea

1 hard-boiled egg
1 slice white toast
1 teaspoon butter or margarine
1 teaspoon grape jelly
8 ounces orange juice

Lunch Turkey sandwich on white bread with 
mayonnaise

2 canned peach halves
12 ounces sports drink

½ cup plain tuna salad (made without celery)
6 saltine or soda crackers
½ cup mandarin oranges
12 ounces iced tea with lemon wedge

Dinner 3 or 4 ounces grilled, skinless chicken
½ cup mashed potatoes (without skins)
½ cup tender cooked green beans
1 teaspoon butter or margarine
10 ounces water

3 or 4 ounces grilled tender steak (visible fat 
removed)

1 baked potato (do not eat the skin)
1 tablespoon light sour cream
½ cup cooked chopped spinach
10 ounces iced tea

Food Choices After Intestinal Surgery (continued)
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