
Diet and Liver Disease
High protein
High energy 
Reduced fat

UHB is a no smoking Trust
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Malnutrition (weight loss and muscle wasting) is common in 
people with liver disease This is due to a number of problems 
that include:
1. Decreased food intake due to symptoms of liver disease, for 

example: 
• Loss of appetite
• Nausea and vomiting 
• Feeling full easily which may be due to ascites (fluid collecting 

around your waist)
• Unnecessary or inappropriate dietary restrictions 

2. Your body needs extra energy (calories) and protein when your liver 
is not working well

3. Your body is unable to store and use energy properly as it normally 
would

4. Sometimes your body cannot digest and absorb its food properly 

Importance of good nutrition in liver disease
• Helps to stop muscle wasting 
• Helps keep you strong and maintain mobility 
• Minimises hospital admissions 
• Helps wounds to heal more quickly 
• Speeds up recovery from operations and infections 
• Helps prevent the worsening of ascites (fluid collecting around your 

waist) and encephalopathy (confusion that can be caused by liver 
disease)

Why you need to reduce the fat in your diet
With liver disease, your body may not be able to digest and absorb the 
fat from the food that you eat. This is due to less bile being released 
into your digestive system. 

Bile is important for digesting or breaking down fat. This makes it 
easier for your body to absorb the energy and essential vitamins that 
fat provides. So if less bile is produced, you may not be able to fully 
digest and make use of the nutrients in high fat foods. This is more 
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likely when you are jaundiced, have primary biliary cirrhosis (PBC) or 
primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC).

If you do not digest fat properly, your bowel habits may change. Your 
stools may become pale, loose, foul smelling, have an oily appearance 
or be difficult to flush away. 

Your body can only cope with small amounts of fat at a time. Reducing 
the amount of higher fat foods in your diet may help control weight 
loss and the urgency to open your bowels, and reduce how often you 
open your bowels. 

You should see your stools improve as you cut down on fat. (If you are 
jaundiced, stools may remain paler than normal, but should flush away.)

Fat is a valuable source of energy (calories). Some people will tolerate 
more fat than others. To judge how much fat your body can digest, 
start to reduce the amount of fat you are eating gradually until you see 
your symptoms improve. 

However it is important that you replace the energy lost from reducing 
your fat intake to prevent unwanted weight loss. Your dietitian will 
provide advice on the best way to do this. You may just need extra 
snacks between meals or it may be that you need to take nutritional 
drinks to give you extra calories, protein and vitamins. 
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Eating less fat 
Try to avoid Instead choose

High-fat takeaways, for example 
fish and chips, creamy curry, and 
pizzas

Lower-fat varieties, for example 
oven fish and chips, tomato-
based curries, thin crust pizza

Pastry and products made with 
pastry, such as sausage rolls, 
quiche, pasties and pies

Potato topped pies

Any fried food, like bacon, 
sausage, or egg

Grilled bacon and sausages, and 
poach, boil or scramble eggs

Biscuits and cakes with chocolate 
or cream

Plain biscuits or plain cake

Savoury snacks such as crisps, 
nuts and Bombay mix

Baked crisps

High-fat cheese such as cheddar, 
stilton and blue cheese

Low-fat cheese, cheese spreads 
and cottage cheese or eat a 
smaller amount of higher-fat 
cheese

Red meat, fish and chicken are all 
excellent sources of protein but 
can be high in fat if cooked in oil 
or hard-fats

Grill, bake or steam foods

The following is also recommended: 
• Cut off visible fats and skins on meat
• Use lower fat alternatives like skimmed or semi-skimmed milk, low 

fat margarines and low fat yoghurts
• Milk puddings and custards can be made with low fat milk. Low fat 

varieties can also be bought
• Limit adding fat to foods in cooking e.g. by adding oil or butter. 

Avoid frying foods. Try to grill or oven bake foods instead. Using oil 
sprays or measuring your oil in cooking can help

• Look at the food label or packet
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Low fat means: 3g or less per 100g
High fat means: 17.5g or more per 100g

Carbohydrates
Carbohydrates are the sugars, starches and fibres found in fruits, 
grains, some vegetables and milk and yogurts. It is important that you 
try and eat regular meals and snacks containing carbohydrate every 
2–3 hours. This will help you to maintain your energy levels and also 
protects your muscles.

When you eat carbohydrate it is broken down into glucose (sugar) and 
absorbed into the bloodstream; this is your body’s main energy source. 
Some of this energy is stored in your muscles and liver as a starch-like 
substance called glycogen. This is a back-up energy store to be used 
when it is needed. This could be between meals, if you have missed a 
meal or during a long period of not eating such as overnight. It is the 
liver’s job to control the release of energy until you next have something 
to eat. These energy stores are then replaced at your next meal. 

If your liver is not working properly, these energy stores cannot be 
replaced. This means that there is no longer a back-up store of energy. 
Energy from the food you eat typically will only last about 2–3 hours. 

When this happens, your body will need to find an alternative source 
of energy. Fat tissue is hard to break down quickly to use for energy. 
As a quick alternative your body will use your own muscles as this can 
be rapidly turned into glucose (energy). If this continues, your muscles 
will get weaker and waste away. 

To prevent muscle being used for energy and to keep you strong, it 
is important to ‘refuel’ your body regularly. Eating meals and snacks 
containing starchy carbohydrate every 2–3 hours provides enough 
energy to stop your body breaking down its own muscles. 

Each meal should include a good source of starchy carbohydrate for 
slow-release energy.
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Starchy carbohydrate foods include: 
• Bread (white, brown, wholemeal, rolls, pitta)
• Potato (boiled, baked, mashed)
• Breakfast cereal porridge and oats
• Pasta, rice, couscous
• Naan, chapatti/roti - choose plain varieties because these are lower 

in fat

Examples of carbohydrate snacks for between 
your meals include:
• Low-fat yoghurt 
• Plain biscuits
• Plain cakes
• Crackers 
• Small sandwich 
• Tea cake
• Scone 
• Hot cross bun
• Malt loaf 
• Crumpet 
• Cereal bar
• Milky drink (made with skimmed or semi-skimmed milk)

Bedtime snacks 
You will need a substantial bedtime snack containing carbohydrate 
(energy) for your body to use overnight as it is a long time until 
breakfast. 
To make sure you have enough, below are some suggestions of food 
and drink which will help you to reach that target. 

Look at labels of your favourite food and drinks to work out how many 
grams of carbohydrate they contain, and use the lists below to help 
you choose bedtime snacks.



PI20_2232_01 Diet and Liver Disease high protein, high energy, reduced fat | 7

Food
Fruit cake (one slice) and glass of milk (semi-skimmed) 200mls
Teacake (one) or toasted muffin and banana (one)
Plain scone (one) and 300ml glass of milk (semi-skimmed)
Breakfast cereal with milk and banana (one)
Crumpet (two)
Scotch pancake (three)
Horlicks/hot chocolate in 300ml glass of milk (semi-skimmed)
Bread/toast (thick) (two slices)
Plain digestive biscuit (five biscuits)
300ml milk (semi-skimmed) and malt loaf (three slices)
50g rolled porridge oats and banana (one)

Protein 
Protein is essential to build and repair body tissue. 

When your liver is not working properly your body needs more protein 
than usual. Extra protein in your diet can help to prevent further 
muscle breakdown and re-build lost muscle. 

Try to include a good source of protein with at least three or 
four meals. Examples include: 
• Lean meat and poultry 
• Fish 
• Reduced-fat cheese, yoghurt and milk 
• Eggs 
• Pulses such as peas, beans (including baked beans) and lentils / dhal
• Meat alternatives such as tofu, soya, Quorn®

Try to include a couple of portions of fruit, vegetables or salad 
in your diet.

Fruit and vegetables are important for vitamins and minerals but they 
are not a good source of energy or protein. 
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Unless your weight and your appetite are normal, try not to fill yourself 
up on these foods or have them on their own as snacks.

Fresh and frozen vegetables are salt free. If using tinned vegetables 
choose lower salt varieties or tinned in water.

Supplement drinks 
Sometimes you may not be able to meet your energy and protein 
requirements through diet alone. You may need to take nutritional 
supplement drinks to keep you well-nourished or help you build up if 
you have lost weight. 

Speak to your dietitian about supplements - you will be able to discuss 
which ones you prefer and work best for your needs. Examples which 
are low fat include:
• Meritene Energis
• Fortijuce*
• Fresubin Jucy Drink*
• Ensure Plus Juce*
• Renapro Powder
• Renapro Shot
• Prosource 
• Prosource Plus 
• Prosource Jelly 
*If you have diabetes, you must be aware that juice-based 
supplements may cause your blood glucose to rise quickly, so should 
only be taken following your dietitian’s advice.

MCT supplement 
• Liquigen 

Your body does not need the help of bile to digest and absorb a type 
of fat called medium chain triglycerides (MCT). Liquigen is made from 
MCT and will increase the energy content of your diet. These can be 
added to milk, juices, fizzy drinks and food. 
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Supplement tips 
Take the supplement drinks between meals so that you have them in 
addition to meals. 

Keep supplements in the fridge or serve with ice as most people find 
that they taste better chilled. 

Freeze supplements to eat as an ice cream, sorbet or ice lolly.

Example meal plan

Breakfast
• Breakfast cereal and semi-skimmed milk
• Toast and jam
• Baked beans on toast
• Egg with/on toast

Mid-morning / mid-afternoon snack
• Couple of plain biscuits
• Toast with jam/low fat cheese spread
• Crackers, crispbread, rice cakes
• Malt loaf
• Piece of plain/fruit cake
• Scone/tea cake
• Crumpet/pikelet
• A glass of skimmed or semi skimmed milk/supplement

Lunch
• Sandwich with meat/fish/egg/low fat/cottage cheese
• Jacket potato with beans/cheese/tuna/meat
• Beans/cheese/fish on toast
• Salad with bread/potatoes and meat/fish/cottage cheese
• Pasta/noodles with meat/fish/soya /quorn/beans
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Dessert
• Low fat yogurt/rice pudding
• Cake/fruit and custard

Evening meal
• Meat/fish with potatoes/chips and vegetables
• Pasta, sauce and meat/fish/beans/cheese
• Meat/fish/lentil curry and boiled rice/ plain naan
• Meat stew and rice
• Spaghetti bolognese/lasagne

Dessert
• Fruit crumble/pie and cream/custard
• Sponge pudding and ice cream/custard

Bedtime snack
• Bowl of cereal and a 300ml glass of semi-skimmed milk
• Hot chocolate/Horlicks/Ovaltine made with low fat milk and 3–4 

biscuits
• Two slices of toast and a 300ml glass of milk
• Sandwich made from two slices of bread and three biscuits
• Slice of fruit cake and a 300ml glass of semi-skimmed milk
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Notes

Dietitian: Date: 

Contact details: 
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Queen Elizabeth Hospital Birmingham 
Mindelsohn Way, Edgbaston 

Birmingham, B15 2GW 
Telephone: 0121 371 3485
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Do you really need to go to A&E? 
Check symptoms online quickly and safely. 

A free service for NHS patients.
uhb.nhs.uk/ask


