
Eating Well with 
Inflammatory 
Bowel Disease

Enjoy a more satisfying diet with less distress
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OVERVIEW

Eating with an inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) can sometimes feel like tiptoeing through 
a mine field. What doesn’t aggravate your symptoms one day might send you running to the 
bathroom the next. On top of being painful 
and inconvenient, trying to eat around 
your IBD can lead to malnourishment and 
unhealthy weight loss. 

Each IBD patient’s case is different, and 
each body can react differently to various 
foods depending on if you’re in remission or 
having a flare-up. While there are no hard 
and fast rules about eating with an IBD, you 
can make good choices to help keep both 
your taste buds and your gut happy. 

Here are four general tips to help you navigate your diet without having to obsess over it: 

1. Listen to your body. When you’re feeling symptoms of your disease, such as fatigue, 
diarrhea, cramping or bloating, it should signal to you that you might be headed for a flare-
up. You might need to keep your diet simple for a while. On the flip side, if you’re feeling well, 
eat normally and enjoy your food. 

2. Eat regularly. Eating three small meals and two snacks a day can help keep your 
digestive tract working at a consistent pace. Be sure your meals aren’t too big, as it’s harder 
for your body to digest lots of food at one time. Overeating also can lead to painful bloating. 

3. Keep a food journal. Especially if you’re a newly diagnosed IBD sufferer, it’s vital to 
start becoming an expert on your own body. Take detailed notes of what you eat, how much 
you eat, when you eat it and how you feel in the hours after you eat. This can help you get 
to know how your individual body reacts to certain foods and if your dietary needs differ at 
certain times of day. 

4. Talk to a nutritionist. If you’re feeling overwhelmed or unsure about how to craft an 
IBD-friendly menu, seek help from a professional. Make sure the Registered Dietician has 
experience working with IBD patients. That way, he or she can help you strategize a healthy 
diet that includes your dietary preferences, yet shouldn’t exacerbate symptoms. 
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FOODS TO AVOID

Poor diet didn’t cause your IBD, and similarly, a good diet can’t cure you of it. But, especially 
during a flare-up, some foods can worsen your symptoms. When you’re feeling inflamed, 
the best thing to do is follow a very simple diet, then slowly add foods back into the rotation, 
keeping note in your food journal of how you react. 

While no foods should be considered permanently off-limits, there are some common foods 
that trigger symptoms in many IBD patients. Restricting or eliminating the following foods 
can help you keep symptoms in check: 

Dairy: Many with Crohn’s disease or ulcerative colitis have some degree of lactose intolerance. 
While the IBD and lactose intolerance aren’t related, they can present similar symptoms of 
gas, bloating and cramping. As with most areas of your diet, you’ll have to experiment to see 
how much — if any — dairy you can consume without experiencing negative consequences. 
For example, if you know you can only handle two servings of dairy in a sitting, you might 
want to skip the second slice of pizza at dinner so you can have ice cream for dessert.

Red and cured meat: The keys to including red meat in your diet are portion control and 
quality. Try to avoid eating more than 6 ounces of beef in a sitting, as it’s hard for your 
digestive system to digest more than that at one time. Good quality meat with provide you 
with the iron and protein you need to avoid anemia and losing muscle mass. Cured meats 
like bacon should be eaten sparingly. 

“Gassy” veggies: Cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, corn, beans, celery, string beans and 
even carrots — especially when raw — can cause a lot of pain for many IBD sufferers. 
Cooking some vegetables, as well as removing any peel, pulp or seeds, can allow you to 
enjoy your favorite vegetables without worsening your IBD symptoms. 

Bad beverages: Don’t drink your way into trouble. Alcohol, carbonated drinks, and 
sometimes even caffeinated coffee and tea can overstimulate your bowels. Again, experiment 
to determine your tolerance level, and scale back heavily on these items when you’re in a 
period of gastric distress. 

Fried and greasy foods: Fatty foods can be hard to digest, and grease can cause or worsen 
diarrhea. Creamy sauces and condiments can also cause problems — doubly so if you also 
have any level of lactose intolerance. When you do cook with oils, olive and coconut oils tend 
to be the least aggravating.  
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FOODS TO INCLUDE IN YOUR DIET

Many of those with IBD find it best to keep their diets very bland when they are experiencing 
a flare-up — think toast, white rice, potatoes and noodles. While these foods are easy on 
the gut and are fine when consumed in moderation, they don’t provide much in the way of 
protein or other necessary nutrients. Don’t let these carbohydrates crowd out important 
healthy foods, such as the ones below. 

Water: Hydration is a vital component in the digestion process. Dehydration is a real threat 
to your health, especially during bouts of frequent diarrhea. Unlike many other beverages, 
water is always a safe and healthy choice for your gut.

Salt: Having frequent diarrhea or loose stools can strip your body of the electrolytes sodium 
and potassium, which your body needs to regulate vital functions such as your heartbeat 
and blood pressure. Sprinkling salt on your food, drinking salty broths or eating saltines can 
boost your sodium; coconut water, potato flesh and bananas are good options to increase 
potassium intake. 

Eggs: Cheap, quick-to-cook and portable, the real magic of eggs for those with IBD is that 
they have easily digested proteins that shouldn’t cause painful gas. 

Fish: Salmon, shrimp and whitefish like tilapia provide the healthy lean protein and omega-
3s your body needs, while being easy to digest. 

Poultry: Turkey and chicken can be easy on the digestive system while packing a protein 
punch. You might want to stick to the white meat, however, as some IBD patients have found 
that dark meat is too greasy for them to comfortably digest.

Avocados: Filled with nutrients such as vitamin E, B-complex vitamins, potassium and 
healthy fats, avocados are smooth, tasty, satisfying and IBD-friendly.

Supplements: Digestive-tract damage, surgery, medications, flare-ups or dietary 
modifications can leave you deficient in necessary nutrients. IBD patients frequently become 
deficient in iron, the B vitamins, vitamin D, calcium and zinc. Talk to your doctor to see if you 
should be adding multivitamins, fish oil or other supplements to your diet.  
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GRAY-AREA FOODS

These are the foods that help some IBD patients better manage their symptoms, while they 
don’t work well for others. Use your food journal to help you narrow down which, if any, help 
calm your gut. 

Fiber: Soluble fiber, like oatmeal, can be easily digested and is a go-to food for many 
IBD suffers amid a flare-up. Insoluble fiber, like the kind in whole-grain products, can be 
problematic for some. If you find unrefined carbohydrates give you grief, restrict or remove 
them from your diet in the short term. 

Fruits: Eating tropical fruits, such as papaya, mango and bananas, is usually a safe 
digestive choice. Fruits with lots of seeds, like strawberries, raspberries and tomatoes, can 
be problematic because, like nuts, the seeds don’t get fully digested and can be hard on the 
stomach lining. Citrus fruits can be too acidic for some. 

Bell peppers: Especially if they’ve been roasted and had their skins removed, red bell 
peppers are often mild enough to enjoy without consequences. Even with these modifications, 
however, peppers can be too hard for some with IBD to digest. 
long and satisfying life despite having hepatitis C.

ALTERNATIVE TREATMENTS

Alternative treatments are just that -- alternative techniques or supplements that some 
with IBD say may help calm their symptoms. These items haven’t been proven to improve 
gastric conditions, but their risk of aggravating your system if you consume them is low. 
Still, include these items in your journal, and discontinue use if your symptoms worsen in 
any way. 

• Fish oil supplements
• Coconut “oil pulling”: Swish raw, organic coconut oil in your mouth and pull through your 

teeth for 20 minutes first thing every morning. Spit into trash can and then brush and 
floss your teeth.

• Probiotics
• Curcumin (found in the spice turmeric)
• Aloe Vera juice
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EASY SWAPS AND TRICKS

Having IBD doesn’t mean you can never enjoy your favorite foods or flavors again. It does 
mean, however, that modifications must occasionally be made in order for you to avoid 
worsening your condition. Here are some painless substitutes you can include in your diet:

• Almond milk for dairy milk. If you can tolerate it, soy milk is also a good substitute to 
avoid symptoms of lactose intolerance. 

• Soups for salads. Veggies are much harder on your system when they’re raw, so 
pureed, baked or steamed vegetables are a better choice. You can curb salad cravings 
by making hearty vegetable soups.

• Pureed beans for whole beans, like garbanzo beans (also known as chick peas) or 
lentils. Similarly, grinding nuts or seeds can help them become more digestible, as can 
chopping onions or garlic into very small bits. 

• Butter lettuce for heartier greens in salads. As long as you aren’t experiencing 
diarrhea, this raw vegetable should be easy to digest. 

• Nut butters for nuts. Get the taste and health benefits of eating nuts without the 
symptom-aggravating side effects. Just make sure you get the smooth kind, preferably 
without any added hydrogenated oils. 

• Hard cheeses for soft ones. Parmesan or Cheddar are better choices than brie, 
mozzarella and ricotta. 

• Baked instead of fried. There are many tasty recipes for vegetable chips and breaded 
meats that provide a crunch without adding loads of extra fat. 

 

EATING OUT

Food is often part of a communal experience, and you don’t have to miss out on the fun 
because of your dietary needs and restrictions. By following these simple tips, you’ll 
minimize your chances of aggravating your IBD while dining out with loved ones. 

Avoid trying new foods. If you don’t know how your body will react to a food because 
you’ve never had it before, the last place you want to find out is in a social situation. Steer 
clear of extra-spicy foods and unfamiliar ethnic cuisine, in particular. 

Plan ahead. This means you should decide on the restaurant well before you head out 
the door. Allow yourself enough time to look over the menu online and call the restaurant 
to ask any questions you may have. This will also allow you to avoid the embarrassment of 
needing to leave. 
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Ask for substitutions. Tomatoes in any form make you sick? Ask for them to be omitted 
from your dish. Need something cooked without a particular oil? Request that. If you’re 
unsure if the restaurant can or will accommodate your needs, call ahead. 

Familiarity is key. Chain restaurants often have larger menus and are more easily able 
to make substitutions than smaller eateries. However, if you find a local joint that you’ve 
had good experiences with in the past, don’t hesitate to return. 
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