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describes an
illness that is
long-lasting

CHRONIC OBSTRUCTIVE

describes a blockage
or difficulty moving

through

PULMONARY

is a medical term
for the lungs or

breathing

DISEASE

refers to a health
condition that can injure

or weaken the body

C O P D

WHAT IS COPD?

Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) is a term used to
describe long-term lung conditions that make it more difficult to breathe.
Over 16 million adults in the United States have COPD. Symptoms of
COPD may include chronic coughing, wheezing, coughing up mucus,
chest discomfort and tightness, fatigue, difficulty taking a deep breath, or
feeling unable to breathe.

There is no food that can prevent, treat, or cure COPD. However, eating a
healthy diet may help you feel better, fight off infections, and prevent
other conditions. This guide will explain the general nutrition
recommendations for those with COPD.

Please note that nutrition needs for COPD vary from person to
person. Talk to your Registered Dietitian or other healthcare
provider to learn which foods are best for you and your symptoms.

WHAT DO THESE TERMS MEAN? 
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NUTRITION FOR COPD

MALNUTRITION
Malnutrition happens when your body does not get enough energy or nutrients to keep
working. When you do not eat enough calories to fuel your body, it starts to break down fat and
muscle. Many people with COPD experience malnutrition and unwanted weight loss because
the body uses extra energy to breathe and fight off infections. A diet that provides enough
calories from a variety of food is important to keep the body strong and prevent other illnesses. 

CALORIES
It can be hard for some people with COPD to eat enough calories. Symptoms such as trouble
breathing or chronic cough can decrease your appetite, make you feel full easily, or make you
feel short of breath while eating. The following tips may help increase your calorie intake and
make mealtimes easier:

MEAL TIMING
Eat a meal or snack every 2-3 hours 
Eat when you feel hungry
Plan your largest meal for the time of day you often feel hungriest 
Keep snacks and water near your bed or favorite chair for easy access

MEAL HABITS
Use breathing medications about 1 hour before eating 
Wear your oxygen while eating to prevent shortness of breath 
Sit upright while eating to support good posture for breathing and digestion 
Drink liquids between mealtimes rather than with food to avoid getting full
Open windows or turn on a fan when cooking or heating a meal to prevent
cooking smoke and strong odors from worsening your symptoms 

FOOD CHOICES
Add foods to your meals that are high in both calories and nutrients,
including nuts, nut butters, seeds, or avocado 
Avoid foods that make you feel full without providing good nutrition, such
as foods marketed as “diet” or “light,” clear soup or broth, and drinks like
coffee, tea, and soda 
Try new fruits, vegetables, and other foods to increase variety in your diet 
If needed, incorporate nutrition supplements such as Ensure or Boost 
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MACRONUTRIENTS

There are three macronutrients: carbohydrates, protein, and
fat. These are nutrients that provide calories for your body to
use as energy. Filling your plate will all three macronutrients will
help create a healthy diet and help your lungs breathe easier.

CARBOHYDRATES
Carbohydrates are the main source of energy for your body.
Focus on choosing complex carbohydrates such as starchy
vegetables, legumes, and whole grains. Examples of whole
grains include oatmeal, brown rice, and whole grain bread.
Limit added sugars which are found in foods like candy, soda,
and desserts.

PROTEIN
Protein helps keep muscles strong. Eat protein from a variety
of sources, including lean meats, dairy, beans, lentils, and
nuts. Try to include at least one high-protein food in every
meal, such as chicken, turkey, fish, eggs, or Greek yogurt. You
can also try plant-based protein sources such as beans,
legumes, or tofu.

FATS
Fats can help keep weight up, reduce inflammation, and make
COPD treatments more effective. Unsaturated fats, also
known as healthy fats, will give you important calories without
harming your heart. Choose foods like olive oil, avocados,
nuts, seeds and fatty fish. Limit fried foods such as French
fries, fried chicken/fish, and fried spring rolls.
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WEIGHT MANAGEMENT
Although malnutrition and weight loss are common
in COPD, excess weight can also make COPD worse
or cause other illnesses. Extra weight requires your
heart and lungs to work harder and makes it more
difficult to breathe. A Registered Dietitian can help
you create a healthy eating plan and reach a weight
that is right for you.

OSTEOPOROSIS 
Osteoporosis is a bone disease that is common in
people with COPD. It can lead to weak bones and
fractures if it is not treated. A healthful diet that
includes plenty of calcium and vitamin D can help
strengthen your bones. More information about
these nutrients and the foods that provide them are
in the table below. 

HYDRATION
Proper hydration can make mucus easier to cough up
and help keep your lungs clear. It is important to
know that medical oxygen has no moisture in it, and
it can dry out and irritate your nose and throat.
Drinking enough water keeps good moisture in these
areas and can help prevent infections. It is generally
recommended to drink 6-8 glasses of water per day
unless your healthcare provider tells you not to. 

NUTRITION
& HEALTH
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CALCIUM
Milk, yogurt, cheeses, calcium-fortified
orange juice, sardines with bones

MAGNESIUM
Pumpkin seeds, bran cereal, halibut,
spinach, nuts, soy products, beans 

IRON
Beef liver, red meat, fortified cereals,
beans, lentils, sardines, spinach 

VITAMIN C
Red and green peppers, oranges, kiwi,
strawberries, broccoli, cantaloupe

VITAMIN D
Vitamin D-fortified milk and juices, yogurt,
egg yolks, tuna

THIAMIN
Fortified cereals, enriched breads and
noodles, pork chops, tuna, beans

POTASSIUM Lentils, dried fruit, squash, potatoes,
beans, banana, spinach, oranges, milk

PHOSPHORUS Milk, yogurt, cheese, salmon, beef,
cashews, beans, potatoes, chicken

NUTRIENTS OF FOCUS

Eating foods with lots of vitamins and minerals (also called
micronutrients) may help prevent infections and other
conditions like osteoporosis and iron deficiency anemia. Please
ask your healthcare provider if there are any foods you need to
limit because of medications or other health conditions.

Some patients with COPD may need to take vitamin and mineral
supplements to make sure they get enough. Your Registered
Dietitian or other healthcare provider can provide you with
specific recommendations and information about supplements
if you need them. 
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American Lung Association: www.lung.org/lung-health-diseases/lung-
disease-lookup/copd/living-with-copd/nutrition

Cleveland Clinic: https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/articles/9451-
nutritional-guidelines-for-people-with-copd

Ask to speak with a registered dietitian612-767-7333

nutrition@openarmsmn.org

OTHER RESOURCES
For more information about COPD and nutrition, scan the QR codes or visit these webpages:

GET IN TOUCH WITH OPEN ARMS
Open Arms has a team of Registered Dietitians that provide free-of-cost nutrition education
and counseling to Open Arms clients over the phone. If you have a question about your meals
or want to schedule a one-on-one call, contact the Open Arms nutrition team!

OPEN ARMS IS HERE TO HELP

YOUR OPEN ARMS MENU
Clients with COPD may choose any Open Arms menu according to their health needs. While we
do not have a menu planned specifically for COPD, each of our menus features important
nutrients that you need to manage your health. If you have other health conditions or side
effects, our nutrition team members can help you choose a menu that best fits your needs.

Our Registered Dietitians can help: 
  

Recommend a menu based on your needs and preferences  
Answer your questions about food, nutrition, and health 
Provide nutrition coaching to support you in reaching your health goals  
Suggest additional food resources if you need them   
Give you meal and snack ideas according to your likes, dislikes, and medical needs  
Provide nutrition information about Open Arms meals, such as calorie, nutrient, and
allergen information 
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