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Living with a lung condition: 
how exercise and eating well can make 
a difference to your life

This information is for people living with a lung condition in the UK and your family and carers. It will 
help you to take care of your health. A healthy lifestyle includes being as active as you can and taking 
regular exercise at the right level for you, as well as eating a balanced diet to maintain a healthy weight. 
It is very important to help you manage your symptoms and get the most out of life.

The information explains:
• why it is important to eat a healthy diet and maintain a healthy weight
• how eating the right foods can help you to control your symptoms.

If you would like more information on exercise, pulmonary rehabilitation or healthy eating, there is a list 
of useful contact details on page 10. 

If you smoke, the most important treatment for your lung condition is to quit.  
For more information and advice on giving up smoking, go to www.blf.org.uk/smoking 
or call one of the helplines on page 10.

Section 2: Eating well
Why is my diet important?
If you have a lung condition, it is important to eat a balanced diet and maintain a healthy weight. This 
is essential to make sure you get the right nutrients, and to help you control your symptoms and lead 
an active life. 

A balanced diet is important for everybody. Foods and fluids contain essential nutrients and eating a 
well-balanced diet can keep you feel as strong and fit as possible. When you have a lung condition, 
good nutrition is essential to prevent infections and keep your lungs healthy.
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A well-balanced diet includes fi ve key food groups. The ‘eatwell guide’ below shows these 
groups and how much of each you should be eating. 

The eatwell guide

Use the eatwell guide to help get the balance right. It’s a 
good idea to get this balance right every day. 

The fi ve key food groups are:
1. Fruit and vegetables
Fruit and vegetables are a good source of fi bre, vitamins and minerals:

• fi bre can help you to feel full when you are trying to lose weight
• vitamins and minerals can help prevent disease and boost your immune system. When

you have a lung condition, they help prevent chest infections or help you fi ght them off 
more quickly

• eating at least fi ve portions of fruit and vegetables every day helps you to get a good
balance of vitamins and minerals

• one portion can fi t into a cupped hand, for example one piece of fruit, such as orange,
or two to three tablespoons of cooked vegetables

Tip: You can use fresh, frozen and tinned fruit and vegetables, they all count. 
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“A well balanced diet is the name of the game. Lots of fresh fruit and veggies. 
Also as much exercise as you can. Really makes a difference.”   Jane

2. Starchy carbohydrates such as bread, rice, pasta, cereals, potatoes
These foods give your body energy to perform a range of tasks including breathing. You need enough
carbohydrates to maintain your energy throughout the day. If you eat too much, your body is more
likely to store it as fat, so it is important to get the balance right.

Wholegrain, starchy carbohydrates are the best choices. They contain more fibre and keep you 
feeling full. 

Tip: Choose:
• wholegrain bread • brown rice • potatoes with their skin on

They can also contain more nutrients such as thiamin (vitamin B1), riboflavin (vitamin B2), pantothenic 
acid, vitamin B6 and folic acid. 

Try to include some starchy carbohydrate at every meal and choose wholegrain if you can. A portion 
should be the size of a clenched fist.

3. Proteins such as meat, fish, eggs, nuts, beans, pulses, tofu (beancurd)
Proteins are your body’s building blocks. You need protein to keep muscles strong, including the
muscles in your chest to help your ribs expand for breathing. You also need it for the proteins in your
immune system and for your blood cells.

Foods that contain protein are also a good source of important minerals, including:

• selenium, which keeps your immune system healthy
• iron, which helps carry oxygen around the body
• zinc, which helps your body’s ability to heal

Aim to eat two portions of protein every day and choose less fatty cuts. You can include red meat as 
part of a healthy diet as it is a very good source of iron. Try to eat fish at least twice a week. Tinned 
meat or fish also count as protein, but tinned meat can contain a lot of salt, so don’t eat too much.

A good size portion of protein is:

• two eggs
• three of four tablespoons of beans or pulses
• a piece of meat or fish or tofu about the size of the palm of your hand
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4. Dairy foods such as milk, yoghurt and cheese
Dairy foods are especially important for people with a lung condition. This is because they are a good 
source of proteins, vitamins and minerals.

One important mineral is calcium. You need calcium, along with vitamin D, to keep your bones 
healthy. This is very important if you have lung problems, as you may be less active, or need to take 
steroids to treat your condition. Steroids can weaken your bones and increase the risk of brittle bones 
or osteoporosis. 

Dairy foods can be high in fat, so choose lower fat alternatives where possible.  A portion is:

• about a third of a pint of milk
• a matchbox-sized piece of cheese
• a small pot of yoghurt

If you have a medically-proven allergy to milk or intolerance to lactose found in milk then ask your 
doctor or dietician about suitable alternatives to dairy foods.

Fact or fiction? Milk and mucus
Some people worry that if they eat dairy foods they will produce more mucus. However, there 
is not enough scientific evidence to support this concern, so you should include dairy foods in 
your diet unless you have been diagnosed with an allergy. 

If you do find it does make your mucus stickier or harder to shift, try rinsing your mouth and 
drinking a little water after drinking or eating milk products.

If you have problems with cow’s milk, try other milks such as:

• goat or sheep’s milk
• rice milk
• soya milk

• oat milk
• coconut-based milk
• almond milk

You should always consult a health professional before making any changes to your diet. 
This will ensure you find suitable alternatives to get all the nutrients you need.
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5. Oil and spreads

A small amount of fat in your diet is important as it provides certain vitamins:

• vitamins A and E, which are important in fighting infections
• vitamin D for healthy, strong bones
• vitamin K, which regulates blood clotting and helps heal wounds

Fats that are good for you are found in other foods such as nuts, oily fish, avocado and sunflower and 
olive oils, so you don’t need to add any more.

Too much saturated fat in your diet can make it harder to maintain a healthy body weight if you are 
already overweight. Products made from animal fat, such as butter and suet, can contain saturated fat. 
This can raise your blood cholesterol level and increase your risk of heart disease, so use sparingly if at 
all. Olive and rapeseed oil are healthier alternatives.

Food and drinks high in fat, salt and sugar such as cakes and biscuits, crisps and sugary drinks

These foods are not needed in your diet so should be eaten less often and in smaller amounts.

Sugar does not contain any nutrients. It occurs naturally in fruit and milk, so avoid adding any extra 
to your diet. Foods containing sugar should remain a treat, not an everyday part of your healthy diet.

Keep drinking water
It is very important to drink plenty of fluid. This helps keep mucus moving. If mucus sits in your 
airways and lungs, you are more likely to get an infection. 

Aim to drink a minimum of six to eight cups of fluid a day. This can include water, juice, tea, coffee or 
milk.

“I always make sure I have a bottle of water handy.”   Libby

How can my diet affect my symptoms?
If you have a lung condition, a balanced diet can help you to manage your condition better and ease 
symptoms.

Feeling out of breath
Sometimes people with lung conditions feel too breathless to eat very much.

• Choose softer, moist foods that are easier to swallow.
• If you are struggling with chewing and breathing while eating, choose softer foods that

are easier to chew.
• Having more nourishing liquids such as milk, smoothies, juice, and soups can also help.

“I find it better to graze throughout the day rather than being faced with a full meal. 
A little often is a good start.”   Sue
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Breathing can sometimes become harder after eating a large meal. If this is a problem, try eating 
smaller, more frequent meals and snacks. 

You may need a nutritional supplement if you are losing weight without trying. Talk to your doctor 
who may prescribe a nutritional supplement or refer you to a dietician for further advice. 

Dry mouth 
Many people with a lung condition have a dry mouth. This can be caused by breathing through 
your mouth, certain inhaled medications and oxygen treatment. 

Make sure you are drinking enough fluids.

• Try to eat more soft foods, and use more sauces such as gravy, cheese sauce or dishes
such as stews that are moist.

• Make sure you look after your teeth and mouth by brushing your teeth regularly and using
dental floss.

• After using inhalers, it is important to rinse your mouth out and gargle with water too.
• If a dry mouth is causing soreness or problems with eating then speak to your doctor.

Products that help you produce saliva are also available on prescription.

Tip:  Try sugar-free gum, frozen grapes, pineapple or orange segments to help you 
produce more saliva. 

A dry mouth can also mean your sense of taste changes. This is very common. Try experimenting with 
different herbs, spices, chutneys and pickles, but try not to add extra salt.

“I have stopped eating toast and dry crackers. My mouth is always dry and I am forever drinking water. 
The way forward is to moisten my foods.”   Mandy

Bloating and trapped wind
If you feel breathless, gulping air when you eat can cause bloating. 

• Eat in a relaxed environment and sit in an upright position.
• Don’t rush and make sure you chew your food well.
• Try not to have too many fizzy drinks.
• Eating fewer gas-producing foods such as cabbage, sprouts, broccoli, cauliflower

and beans may help.
• Peppermint can sometimes help with bloating and trapped wind, and can be taken

as a tea, a cordial or a capsule. Peppermint capsules may be available on prescription.

Bloating can be a symptom of many different conditions so always check with your doctor. 
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How do I maintain a healthy weight?
It is important to keep an eye on your weight when you have a lung condition. It is essential to  
make sure you are the correct weight. Your doctor can help you to work out what your healthy  
weight should be. 

I’ve lost weight
If you have a lung condition, you might lose weight because eating makes you feel breathless,  
or you find it more difficult to shop and prepare meals for yourself if you feel tired or out of breath. 

If you are losing weight without trying, it is very important that you talk to your health care 
professional. You may be at risk of malnutrition, which can weaken the breathing muscles and  
lead to chest infections. You can also contact your local social services team, who might give you  
an occupational therapy assessment and provide equipment around the house to make life easier. 
They can also give you advice on local meal delivery services.

If you are losing weight or you have lost your appetite, try to:

•	 eat little and often. Try three to four small meals and two to three small snacks throughout 
the day. Snacks can include nourishing drinks such as full-fat milk, hot chocolate, malted 
drinks, smoothies or fruit juice. You can also buy nutritional drinks from most chemists and 
supermarkets, or make milk more nutritious by adding two to three tablespoons of dried 
skimmed milk powder to one pint of milk.

•	 not skip meals, as you will not get enough energy. Eating more regularly when your 
appetite is small helps you to get enough energy and protein in your diet. 

•	 Avoid ‘low calorie’ and ‘diet’ foods and choose higher calorie options such as full-fat milk. 
•	 avoid drinking before a meal. This might make you feel bloated and full. If you can, try to 

drink after eating and between meals.
•	 take gentle exercise and get out into the fresh air to stimulate your appetite, but check 

with your doctor before starting any new activity. Take care not to overdo it and become 
too tired to prepare food or eat.

Tip: To gain weight, add extra calories to foods by:

•	 adding butter to vegetables
•	 pouring custard and cream over fruit or puddings
•	 using more butter or mayonnaise on sandwiches.

“I try and drink a pint of full cream milk a day, have cereal with nuts in and snack between meals.”   Kim

“I lost considerable weight. To regain weight, I drink hot chocolate in whole milk.”   Mick
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I’m putting on too much weight
If you are carrying excess weight you will require  
more effort to breathe and move around. 

Being very overweight can make breathing more  
difficult, especially if the weight is around your middle. 
Stored fat squashes your lungs and makes physical 
activity more difficult. Bending becomes very difficult 
and will make you very short of breath. 

If you want to lose weight then speak to your doctor 
or health care professional, who can refer you to a local 
scheme or dietician for more support. These tips might 
also help:

•	 Check your portion sizes and use a smaller plate. Your 
food portions should be smaller than those of friends 
and family who are more active. 

•	 Fill up on vegetables or salad – these should cover 
about half of your plate. Try not to eat dressings like 
mayonnaise or salad cream that contain a lot of fat. Try 
vinaigrette or fat-free dressing instead.

•	 Avoid frying foods. Try to grill, steam, boil, bake, dry 
roast or microwave instead.

•	 Choose low-fat options such as skimmed or semi-
skimmed milk, low-fat spread and low-fat yoghurts.

•	 Choose ‘diet’, or ‘no added sugar’ drinks and puddings. 
Using sweeteners can help to cut down your sugar 
intake.

•	 If you find yourself snacking between meals, think 
about why you are eating. For example, are you really 
hungry? Perhaps you are actually thirsty, or are you 
bored or eating out of habit? Try distracting yourself 
with another activity. 

“I cut down my portion sizes and ate apples. It worked.”   Patricia

Less than 37 inches (94cm)

Ideal waist 
measurement

Less than 32 inches (80cm)

Women

Men
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Important points to remember:
• A balanced diet is important for everybody and includes five key food groups. The eatwell

plate on page 2 shows the proportions we should eat them in to have a well-balanced
and healthy diet. It’s a good idea to try to get this balance right every day. Try to choose a
variety of different foods from the food groups.

• To have a healthy, balanced diet, you should try to eat:
• plenty of fruit and vegetables
• plenty of starchy foods, such as bread, rice, potatoes and pasta
• some meat, fish, eggs, beans and other non-dairy sources of protein
• some milk and dairy foods
• just a small amount of food and drinks that are high in fat and/or sugar

• Adjusting your diet and fluid intake can help to ease your symptoms.
• It is important to keep an eye on your weight. If you are losing weight without trying, it is

very important to talk to your doctor. You should also consult your health care professional
if you are putting on too much weight. In both cases, you can be referred to a dietician or
local scheme for advice and support.

“The dietician I see comes to the house and has lots of useful ideas.” 
Blue magic, from our web community
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Further help and support
Go to www.gov.uk to fi nd details of your local council and ask about gyms, community 
exercise facilities or food delivery services near you.

Walk Unlimited has a lot of information on how to get active through walking, plus links 
to lots of diff erent local opportunities. www.walkengland.org.uk

The Ramblers Association provides details of many local organised walking groups, 
catering for all levels of fi tness. www.ramblers.org.uk

Walking For Health aims to encourage people with diff erent  levels of fi tness to do 
regular short walks in their local community. www.walkingforhealth.org.uk

For more information on healthy eating go to www.nhs.uk or the British Dietetic 
Association food facts website. www.bda.uk.com/foodfacts

For help to stop smoking call
• England 0300 123 1044  
• Scotland
• Wales

0800 84 84 84  
0800 085 2219 

• Northern Ireland

www.smokefree.nhs.uk 
www.canstopsmoking.com 
www.stopsmokingwales.com 
www.want2stop.info

For more information on exercise, pulmonary rehabilitation or healthy eating, you can call 
the BLF Helpline on 03000 030 555. The specialist nurses and advisors on our helpline can 
help you to fi nd pulmonary rehabilitation services or exercise classes in your area, off er advice 
on healthy eating and exercise or answer any questions you may have on any aspect of lung 
disease or living with a lung condition. 




