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Before you read… 

This booklet is intended to serve as a guide for patients. Information in 
this booklet is not intended as a substitute for medical advice. Before 
changing your diet or adopting a new one, we advise you to consult your 
healthcare professionals to determine your capacity and limitations. 

Your dietitian/nutritionist can help you adjust your nutritional and dietary 
accordingly.



Importance of credible sources of 
nutrition-related information

Upon a cancer diagnosis, people living with cancer are very concerned 
about their overall well-being and desperately want to obtain more infor-
mation, specifically about nutrition. They often do their own ‘research’ on 
the best possible food that can help them in combating cancer1.
 
Many receive information about nutrition from their family members, 
friends, internet and the media. However, the information they get is not 
always correct. In addition, the lack of advice from healthcare profes-
sionals could stop people, especially those living with cancer to obtain 
evidence-based nutrition recommendations1.
 
Confusion over what to eat (or not eat), and negative perceptions about 
food could also stop them from eating well after their cancer 
treatment2,3. As a result, people who are living with cancer may suffer 
from:

•  Nutritional deficiencies or under-nutrition
•  Involuntary weight loss
•  Emotional stress
•  Impaired quality of life

There is a need to provide correct information about nutrition to people 
living with cancer, as well as to dispel myths about nutrition. This is so 
they can eat better, which will enable them to fare better throughout their 
cancer journey.

1. Beeken RJ, Williams K, Wardle J, Croker H. “What about diet?” A qualitative study of cancer survivors’ views on diet and cancer and 
     their sources of information. Eur J Cancer Care (Engl). 2016;25(5):774-783.
2. Srivastava R, Gupta VG, Dhawan D, Geeta K. Poor nutritional knowledge and food restrictions among families of children with 
    cancer and their impact : A cross-sectional study of 700 families. J Psychosoc Oncol. 2019;36(5):658-666.
3. Salas S, Mercier S, Moheng B, et al. Nutritional status and quality of life of cancer patients needing exclusive chemotherapy : a 
    longitudinal study. Health Qual Life Outcomes. 2017;15(85):1-7. 
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Myth 1: Sugar fuels the growth of cancer cells

Myth

Eating any form of sugar (brown/white) or any food that contains 
carbohydrates (eg: rice, noodle and bread) causes cancer cells to 
grow.  

Fact

Sugar is the primary energy source for all body cells to function. 
Both cancer cells and normal cells need sugar to grow. Therefore, 
if you remove sugar from your diet to ‘starve’ the cancer cells, you 
are also ‘starving’ your normal cells, which you need to survive 
and fight the cancer4.  

But how come people say sugar is related to cancer?

Sugar is not related to cancer, but obesity is a risk factor of developing 
cancer. Eating too much food that is high in added sugar could lead to 
obesity5,6. 

Sugar naturally comes from carbohydrates, such as grains, fruits, 
starchy vegetables, legumes, milk or dairy products. These carbohy-
drates that you eat are broken down into sugar. However, sugar can also 
be produced commercially and added to food (added sugar), including 
soft drinks, syrups, candies and cakes. 

3

4. American Institute for Cancer Research. Sugar and cancer risk. Available from https://www.aicr.org/news/the-sugarcancer-
    connection [Accessed 12 March 2020].
5. Arnold M, Pandeya N, Byrnes G, et al. Global burden of cancer attributable to high body-mass index in 2012: A population-based 
    study. Lancet Oncol. 2015;16(1):36-46.
6. Makarem N, Bandera E V., Nicholson JM, Parekh N. Consumption of Sugars, Sugary Foods, and Sugary Beverages in Relation to 
    Cancer Risk: A Systematic Review of Longitudinal Studies. Annu Rev Nutr. 2018;38(1):17-39.
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Myth 2: Cancer cannot survive in an alkaline 
               environment

Myth

Drinking alkaline water or eating an ‘alkaline’ diet can neutralise 
the pH of your blood and protect you from cancer.

Fact

What you eat or drink does not affect the pH of your blood7. 
Eating an ‘alkaline’ diet, including fruits and vegetables claimed 
to be ‘high alkaline food’ such as cucumber, seeded watermelon, 
avocado or drinking alkaline water does not create an alkaline 
environment in your body. 

The pH levels of your blood are maintained by the kidneys. Under 
normal circumstances, the kidneys will remove any alkaline or 
acidic waste and excrete it in the urine. So the pH of the urine 
may change to reflect the excretion of these waste. However, the 
pH of your blood is kept constant by the body and cannot 
change8. In fact, even the slightest changes in the pH of your 
blood results in electrolyte imbalance, which can lead to  multi-
organ failure.

Therefore, drink an adequate amount of normal water (not ‘alka-
line water’) and eat a good mix of all fruits and vegetables 
(instead of being called as ‘alkaline food’) as recommended.

4

7. American Institute for Cancer Research. Another Cancer and Diet Claim: The Alkaline Diet. Available from
    https://www.aicr.org/resources/blog/another-cancer-and-diet-claim-the-alkaline-diet [Accessed 12 March 2020].  
8. Fenton TR, Huang T. Systematic review of the association between dietary acid load, alkaline water and cancer. BMJ Open. 
    2016;6(6):1-5.



Myth 3: Superfoods can kill cancer

Myth

Free radicals

Food such as tea, berries, pomegranate, broccoli and mushrooms 
are commonly claimed as natural ‘superfoods’ to treat cancer. 
This is due to the presence of antioxidants that claim to destroy 
free radicals.
*Free radicals are compounds that can damage cells and have been linked to 
cancer.

Fact

There is no miracle food that has ‘superpowers’ to clear free radi-
cals from the body9. Although antioxidants have been shown to 
remove free radicals in laboratory tests9,10, its efficacy in humans 
remains unknown11. Right now, it is far too soon to eat superfoods 
or any food that contains antioxidants hoping it will treat or 
prevent cancer as more research is needed. 

In fact, we are encouraged to eat at least 2 servings of fruits and 
3 servings of non-starchy vegetables every day12. 
*please refer to page 15 for the list of non-starchy vegetables

5

9.  Inoue-Choi M, Oppeneer SJ, Robien K. Reality check: There is no such thing as a miracle food. Nutr Cancer. 2013;65(2):165-168.
10. Abbaoui B, Lucas CR, Riedl KM, Clinton SK, Mortazavi A. Cruciferous Vegetables, Isothiocyanates, and Bladder Cancer Prevention. 
      Mol Nutr Food Res. 2018;62(18):1800079.
11. Vieira AR, Abar L, Vingeliene S, et al. Fruits, vegetables and lung cancer risk: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Ann Oncol. 
      2016;27(1):81-96.
12. World Cancer Research Fund/American Institute for Cancer Research. Recommendations and public health and policy 
      implications. Continous Updat Proj. 2018:10-40.
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Myth 4: Sabah Snake Grass is a cure for cancer

Myth

Eating the leaf or tablet form of Sabah Snake Grass, com-
monly known as Belalai Gajah can prevent or cure cancer.

Fact

Sabah Snake Grass contains phytochemicals and are tradi-
tionally used to strengthen the immune system13. However, 
no studies can confirm its therapeutic effect on curing or 
preventing cancer. 

In addition to it not being effective, eating Sabah Snake 
Grass could potentially result in14 :

•  Liver toxicity
•  Increased risk of bleeding
•  Delayed cancer treatment

*Phytochemicals are compounds that found in plants that could reduce 
inflammation and protect cells from damage.

6

13. Ghazali WASW, Alim AA, Kannan TP, Ali NAM, Abdullah NA, Mokhtar KI. Anticancer properties of Malaysian herbs: a review. USM 
       Arch Orofac Sci. 2016;11(2):19-25. 
14. Ben-Arye E, Samuels N, Goldstein LH, et al. Potential risks associated with traditional herbal medicine use in cancer care: A study 
       of Middle Eastern oncology health care professionals. Cancer. 2016;122(4):598-610. 



Myth 5: Supplements lower your risk of cancer

Taking supplements with high concentration of certain 
nutrients can protect our cells from cancer.

7

CANCER 
PREVENTION

Myth

Fact

Nutritional supplements such as multivitamins and minerals 
are prescribed for individuals with shortages or deficiencies 
of these nutrients. However, the World Cancer Research 
Fund (WCRF) does not recommend taking supplements to 
prevent cancer12.

Taking unneeded supplements may increase your risk of 
overdosing on the daily requirements of certain nutrients. 
More doesn’t mean better, as the overdose of certain nutri-
ents could cause harm. Studies have shown that high doses 
of folic acid, for example might increase the risk of prostate 
cancer15, whereas high doses of beta-carotene (vitamin A) 
might increase the risk of lung and stomach cancers16. 
Therefore, taking these supplements may actually increase 
your risk of getting cancer.

12. World Cancer Research Fund/American Institute for Cancer Research. Recommendations and public health and policy 
      implications. Continous Updat Proj. 2018:10-40.
15. Wien TN, Pike E, Wisløff T, Staff A, Smeland S, Klemp M. Cancer risk with folic acid supplements: A systematic review and 
       meta-analysis. BMJ Open. 2012;2(1):1-13. 
16. Druesne-Pecollo N, Latino-Martel P, Norat T, et al. Beta-carotene supplementation and cancer risk: A systematic review and 
       metaanalysis of randomized controlled trials. Int J Cancer. 2010;127(1):172-184. 



No single food can provide us with all the nutrients that we need to sup-
port growth and maintain optimal health. Therefore, use these four 
pillars as a guide on how to eat well. 

• Eat a diet that provides a sufficient amount of essential nutrients, 
  energy and fibre.
• Eg: Consume 4 – 8 servings of grains, cereal products and tubers 
  daily.  

Four pillars of healthy eating 

1 Adequacy

• Eat the right amount of food daily (Not too much or too little). 
• Eg: Salt is the primary source of sodium, which helps the body to 
  keep a proper balance of fluid and blood in your body. But,  
  excessive intake of salt can increase the risk of hypertension and    
  heart diseases.

2 Moderation

• Eat a good combination of food that provides a proper balance 
  of nutrients, including carbohydrates, protein, fat, vitamins and 
  minerals.
• Eg: Your meal plate should incorporate ¼ grains or tubers, ¼ fish, 
  poultry, meat or legumes and ½ fruits and vegetables.

3 Balance

• Eat different foods from all of the different food groups. No two 
  food items provide the same nutrients and it is necessary to eat a 
  variety of food.
• Eg: Choose different coloured of vegetables in your meal.

4 Variety

8

17. Ministry of Health (2010). Malaysian Dietary Guidelines. Nutrition Division, Ministry of Health Malaysia, Putrajaya. 

*please refer to page 10 for recommended serving sizes



The Malaysian Food pyramid consists of four levels with the biggest to 
smallest ‘shapes’, indicating that we should eat more food at the base 
and less food at the top.

The five food groups in the pyramid include:

•  Group 1: Rice, noodles, bread, cereal, cereal products and tubers
•  Group 2: Fruits and vegetables
•  Group 3: Fish, poultry, meat and legumes
•  Group 4: Milk and milk products
•  Group 5: Fats, oils, sugar and salt

Malaysian Food Pyramid

Group 2

Group 3Group 4

Group 5

Group 2

Malaysian food pyramid
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17. Ministry of Health (2010). Malaysian Dietary Guidelines. Nutrition Division, Ministry of Health Malaysia, Putrajaya.

Fats, oils, sugar and salt
Eat less

Fish, poultry, meat & legumes
1/2 - 2 servings of poultry, meat, egg per day
1 serving of fish per day
1/2 - 1 servings of legumes per day
Eat in moderation

Milk and milk products
1-3 servings per day

Eat in moderation

Vegetables
3 servings of vegetables per day

Eat plenty

Fruits
2 servings of fruits per day
Eat plenty

Rice, noodle, bread, cereals, 
cereal product & tubers

4-8 servings per day
Eat adequately

Group 1



Food group 1: 

Rice, noodle, bread, 
cereals, cereal products 
and tubers

Recommended serving sizes
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18. Tee et al. Nutrient Composition of Malaysia Foods, 4th Edition 1997.

Rice, cooked

Porridge, cooked

Kuey teow, fried 

Mee hoon, fried

Oats, uncooked  

Breakfast cereals 

Bread 

Cream crackers

Chapati  

Tosai 

Idli  

Corn  

Potato 

2 rice scoops

4 rice scoops

2 rice scoops

3 rice scoops

6 tablespoons

6 tablespoons

2 slices  

6 pieces 

1 slice 

1 slice  

2 pieces   

1 medium cob

1 medium piece

100

332

170

170

40

35

60

46

80

120

120

120

168

Food                            Per serving               Weight (g)



Food group 2: 

Fruits 

Vegetables 
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18. Tee et al. Nutrient Composition of Malaysia Foods, 4th Edition 1997.

Starfruits

Guava

Papaya

Apple, green

Pisang mas

Pineapple

Grape

Kiwi

Date, dried 

1 medium piece 

½ medium piece

1 slice     

1 medium piece    

2 medium pieces    

1 slice    

8 wholes   

2 smalls  

3 wholes  

299

150

211

141

70

142

92

90

30

Fruits                          Per serving               Weight (g)

Cauliflower

French bean, cooked

Green leafy
vegetables, cooked

Ulam raja, raw 

8 tablespoons

4 tablespoons

Green leafy
4 tablespoons

8 tablespoons

112

60

Green leafy
60

20

Vegetables                   Per serving           Weight (g)



Food group 3: 

Fish, poultry, meat and legumes
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18. Tee et al. Nutrient Composition of Malaysia Foods, 4th Edition 1997.

Lean meat/poultry

Fish                   

Prawn    

Squid        

Hen egg    

Taukua  

Fucuk          

Tempeh  

1 palm-sized

1 medium piece 

6 medium pieces    

2 medium pieces  

2 medium pieces 

1 piece    

3 sheets

2 pieces

80

80

62

80

126

120

60

90

Food                            Per serving               Weight (g)

Food group 4: 

Milk and mik products

UHT Milk

Milk powder

Cheese, cheddar

Yoghurt 
(plain, low fat)

1 glass

4 tablespoons

2 slices

Yoghurt 
1 cup

240 (ml)

30

30

Yoghurt 
135

Food                            Per serving               Weight (g)
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18. Tee et al. Nutrient Composition of Malaysia Foods, 4th Edition 1997.

Food group 5: 

Fats, oils, sugar and salt

Limit the intake of food high in animal fat, trans fat, added 
sugar and salt.



Carbohydrates are major nutrients that supply us with energy to carry 
out our daily activities. They are either simple or complex, depending on 
the length of the structure and how quickly the sugar is digested and 
absorbed by the body. 

Compared with complex carbohydrates, simple carbohydrates have 
shorter chains and are easily digested and absorbed, raising the blood 
sugar levels quickly.  

Examples of complex carbohydrates include rice, noodle, bread, biscuits, 
cereals or cereal products and tubers. Simple carbohydrates include soft 
drinks, cookies, chocolates or candies. 

We are encouraged to eat 4 – 8 servings of grains, cereal products or
tubers daily. Limit the intake of food and beverages high in added sugar.

Simple vs complex carbohydrates

14

17. Ministry of Health (2010). Malaysian Dietary Guidelines. Nutrition Division, Ministry of Health Malaysia, Putrajaya.

Complex 
carbohydrate

Simple 
carbohydrate

(added sugar)

X



Vegetables are rich in vitamins, minerals, fibre and phytochemicals. 
There are two major categories of vegetables, including starchy and 
non-starchy vegetables. Similar to grains such as rice, noodles, bread 
and cereals, starchy vegetables contain mainly carbohydrates which 
provide significant amounts of energy. 

The list of common starchy and non-starchy vegetables are included in 
the table below. 

• Corn 
• Potato
• Sweet potato 
• Yam

Starchy vs non-starchy vegetables
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17. Ministry of Health (2010). Malaysian Dietary Guidelines. Nutrition Division, Ministry of Health Malaysia, Putrajaya.

Starchy 
vegetables

• Beans 
• Bean sprouts
• Broccoli
• Cabbage
• Carrot
• Cauliflower
• Celery
• Cucumber
• Eggplant

• Lady fingers
• Leeks
• Mushrooms
• Onions
• Peppers
• Salad lettuce
• Spinach 
• Tomato  

Non-starchy 
vegetables



Acquiring accurate and updated information about nutrition is very 
important as it could guide you to eat right and live strong. Go beyond 
the cancer-fighting food fads and get the real science about nutrition.

Get trustworthy nutrition sources from:

                              The American Institute for Cancer Research
                          Link: https://www.aicr.org/cancer-prevention/food-facts/

                               The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics
                           Link: https://www.eatright.org/health/diseases-andconditions/
                             cancer/nutrition-during-and-after-cancertreatment

                              The American Cancer Society
                          Link: https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorshipduring-
                             and-after-treatment/staying-active/nutrition.html

                               The Cancer Research UK
                           Link: https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/aboutcancer/causes-
                              of-cancer/diet-and-cancer

Credible sources of nutrition-related
information
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