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DIARRHEA 
 
 
What is Diarrhea? 
 
Diarrhea is the passage of loose or watery stools three or more times a day 
with or without discomfort. It happens when the water in the intestine, for 
some reason, is not being reabsorbed back into the body.  
 
What Causes Diarrhea? 
Sometimes diarrhea can be caused by an overflow of intestinal liquids 
around stool that is lodged in the intestine (impaction). Other causes 
include infections; surgery; anxiety; side effects of chemotherapy, radiation 
therapy to the abdomen, or medicines; supplemental feedings containing 
large amounts of vitamins, minerals, sugar, and electrolytes; and tumor 
growth. Diarrhea caused by chemotherapy or radiation therapy may last for 
up to three weeks after treatment. 
 
What Will Help?  

• Try a clear liquid diet (water, weak tea, apple juice, peach nectar, 
clear broth, popsicles, plain gelatin) as soon as diarrhea starts or 
when you feel that it's going to start. Avoid acidic drinks, such as 
tomato juice, citrus juices, and carbonated liquids.  

• Eat frequent small meals. Do not eat foods that are very hot or spicy.  
• Avoid greasy foods, bran, raw fruits and vegetables, caffeine, and 

tobacco products.  
• Avoid pastries, candies, rich desserts, jellies, preserves, and nuts.  
• Do not drink alcohol or use tobacco.  
• Avoid milk or milk products if they seem to make diarrhea worse.  
• Be sure your diet includes foods that are high in potassium (bananas, 

potatoes, apricots, sports drinks such as Gatorade or Powerade), an 
important mineral that you may lose through diarrhea.  

• Monitor the amount and frequency of bowel movements.  
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• Clean your anal area with a mild soap after each bowel movement, 
rinse well with warm water, and pat dry.  

• Apply a water-repellent ointment, such as A&D or petroleum jelly, to 
the anal area.  

• Sitting in a tub of warm water or a sitz bath may help reduce 
discomfort.  

• Take medicine for diarrhea or skin irritation as ordered by your 
doctor.  

• When the diarrhea starts to improve, try eating small amounts of low-
fiber foods such as rice, bananas, applesauce, yogurt, mashed 
potatoes, low-fat cottage cheese, and dry toast.  

 
What Caregivers Can Do? 

• See that the patient drinks about three quarts of fluids each day.  
• Keep a record of bowel movements, to help decide when the doctor 

should be called.  
• Check with the doctor before using any over-the-counter diarrhea 

medicine. It may be better to use a prescription medicine.  
• Check the anal area for red, scaly, broken skin. If present, see 

section on skin sores.  
• Protect the bed and chairs from being soiled by putting waterproof 

pads under the buttocks where the patient will lie down or sit.  
 
Call the Doctor If the Patient:  

• has six or more loose bowel movements per day with no 
improvement in two days  

• has blood in or around anal area or in stool (See section on blood in 
stool.)  

• loses five pounds after the diarrhea starts  
• has new abdominal pain or cramps for two days or more  
• does not urinate for 12 hours or more  
• does not drink any liquids for 48 hours  
• has a fever of 100.5°F or higher, taken by mouth  
• develops a puffy or bloated abdomen  
• has been constipated for several days and begins to experience 

small amounts of diarrhea or oozing of fecal material, which could 
suggest an impaction (severe constipation) 
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Cancer treatments and medications can cause your bowels to move much 
more frequently and stools to become very loose (diarrhea). If you have 
diarrhea, try avoiding high-fiber foods, which may make the problem worse. 
These include nuts, seeds, whole grains, legumes, dried fruits, and raw 
fruits and vegetables. You should also avoid high-fat foods such as fried 
and greasy foods, as they can also promote diarrhea. In addition, stay 
away from gassy foods and carbonated beverages. Be sure to sip fluids 
throughout the day to prevent dehydration. Once the diarrhea has stopped, 
slowly begin eating foods containing fiber.  
What to Do  

• Drink plenty of mild, clear, noncarbonated liquids throughout the day. 
Drink liquids at room temperature, as they are better tolerated than 
hot or cold beverages.  
 

• Eat small, frequent meals and snacks throughout the day.  
 

• Avoid greasy, fried, spicy, or very sweet foods.  
 

• Limit milk or milk products to two cups a day.  
 

• Avoid drinks and foods that cause gas, such as carbonated drinks, 
gas-forming vegetables, and chewing gum. (You may drink 
carbonated beverages if you leave them open for at least 10 minutes 
before drinking.)  
 

• Drink and eat high-sodium foods such as broths, soups, sports 
drinks, crackers, and pretzels.  
 

• Drink and eat high-potassium foods such as fruit juices and nectars, 
sports drinks, potatoes without the skin, and bananas.  
 

• Eat foods high in pectin such as applesauce and bananas.  
 

• Drink at least one cup of liquid after each loose bowel movement.  
 

• Avoid chewing sugar-free gums and eating candies made with 
sorbitol.  
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Call your doctor if diarrhea continues or increases or if your stools have an 
unusual odor or color. 
 
 
 

What to Eat When You Have Diarrhea 

 Recommended Foods that May Cause 
Distress 

High Protein 
Baked or broiled beef, pork, 
chicken, turkey, veal, fish, eggs,
milk, cheese; yogurt 

  

Breads, Cereals, 
Rice, and Pasta 

Bread and rolls make from 
refined, white flour; pasta; 
converted or instant rice; 
refined cereals such as farina, 
cream of wheat, cream of rice, 
oatmeal, cornflakes; pancakes; 
waffles, cornbread; muffins; 
graham crackers 

Whole-grain breads and 
cereals such as whole-
wheat and rye bread; 
bran; shredded wheat; 
granola; wild rice 

Fruits and 
Vegetables 

Soups made with allowed 
vegetables; cooked asparagus 
tips, beets, carrots, peeled 
zucchini, mushrooms, celery, 
tomato paste, tomato puree, 
tomato sauce; baked potato 
without skin; canned or frozen 
fruit without peel 

Fresh, unpeeled fruit; 
pears; melon; all other 
vegetables 

Beverages, 
Desserts, and 
Miscellaneous 

Butter; margarine; mayonnaise; 
salad dressing; vegetable oil; 
cake; cookies; flavored gelatin 
desserts; sherbet; fruit pie 
made with allowed fruit; 
decaffeinated beverages; salt 
pepper, spices, and gravy as 
tolerated 

Desserts with nuts; 
coconut; dried fruit; 
chocolate; licorice; 
pickles; popcorn; foods 
with a lot of pepper, chili 
seasoning, or taco 
seasoning; hot sauces 

 
 
Additional Resources: 
www.webmd.com

http://www.webmd.com/
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www.cancer.org
www.cancercare.org
www.ons.org  
www.nci.nih.gov
 

http://www.cancer.org/
http://www.cancercare.org/
http://www.ons.org/
http://www.nci.nih.gov/
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