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While eating a healthy diet is important for everyone, it is especially important for someone with lupus (and any other chronic disease).  To fight a disease like lupus, the body needs protein, vitamins, minerals, and calories.  But there's another reason why practicing sound nutrition is so important for the lupus patient.  It can help fight off other diseases like cancer, heart disease, and osteoporosis.  Although many lupus patients might not think about such conditions, they are just as vulnerable to them as anyone else - and sometimes even more because of medications or lack of activity. 

Here, we answer some dietary questions commonly asked by many lupus patients.

Q. I have heard about vitamins and herbs that are supposed to "boost the immune system." Why would I want to boost my immune system if lupus is caused by an overactive immune system?

A. Let's look at this question in two parts.  First, herbal, vitamin and other so called "nutritional" products such as coenzyme A-10 that promise to boost your immune system simply cannot live up to their promise according to the Food and Drug Administration.  Some may even be dangerous.  Coenzyme Q-10, for example, can cause serious problems in people with poor circulation.  Herbs may contain dangerous contaminants, some of which have been deadly (such as the chaparral herb.) Such products are also expensive, robbing people (especially the chronically ill and elderly) of billions of dollars per year.

Secondly, you really can't boost your immune system, or make it more active, with diet.  What you can do with a healthy diet is to strengthen the other disease-fighting abilities of the immune system.  But do that with healthy food, like fruits and vegetables, not with herbs and nutritional supplements.

Q. If some vitamins are good, does that mean taking extra is even better?

A. No- overdosing on vitamins may even be dangerous.  Unfortunately, many people, especially people with chronic illness, jump on the vitamin bandwagon and carry a good thing too far by taking far more than the recommended amounts of vitamins and minerals (called recommended dietary allowances or RDA's). But this over zealousness can be downright dangerous.  Consuming more than the RDA may cause toxic side effects, or interfere with the absorption or metabolism or other nutrients.  For some vitamins and minerals, amounts many, many times the RDA are necessary to cause undesirable side effects, but sometimes levels just slightly higher then the RDA are dangerous.  The best advice is to buy a generic brand of multiple vitamins from your local discount drug store, and take just one per day.  (There's one exception to this rule: patients taking methotrexate are often told to take a folic acid supplement.)

Q. Are there any foods a person with lupus should avoid?

A. There's no overall advice for every lupus patient.  While there's some evidence from animal studies that some mice fed alfalfa sprouts develop lupus, there's no evidence of that in humans, if you find that certain foods make you ill or consistently trigger a flare, you should certainly avoid those foods.  Like everyone, you should avoid foods that are high in fat and sodium (as you'll read more about later.)

Q. What kind of diet should a person with lupus follow?

A. The same healthy diet that every American is advised to follow.  It is a low in fat (with 20-30% of calories from fat) and rich in complex carbohydrate foods such as whole grain products, legumes, vegetables and fruits.  The other key characteristic of a healthy diet is variety.  Try to include at least 10 different foods daily, striving for 15 different foods each day.  Ideally, aim to include at least five and hopefully nine different fruit and vegetable servings daily (where a serving is 1/2 cup or one piece or fruit.)

Q. Should I avoid all red meat?

A. There's absolutely no reason that beef and pork can't be part of a healthy diet.   The key is in how much you eat and how you prepare it.  It's true that most Americans eat too much protein.  While many people eat six or eight ounces of beef or other meat at one meal, the healthier amount is just 

2-3 ounces per meal, or a total of 5 ounces per day.  A three-ounce portion is approximately the size of a deck of playing cards, or a small fist.  Prepare your protein foods by first trimming all visible fat, without adding oil or other fat; broiling and grilling are much better than frying. The best advice about types of protein food is again to think variety, rotate chicken, turkey, fish, beef, pork and cheese for your protein foods at dinner.  At lunch, try to get your protein from legumes - such as lentils and dried beans and peas.  These high-protein foods are also very low in fat and high in fiber.

Q. What if I'm too ill to cook? Are there any frozen foods that are okay to eat?

A. Tread carefully through the frozen food aisle.  Frozen foods are fat and salt land mines that can wreak serious havoc on fluid retention and your waistline.  Read labels carefully. Choose frozen meals that have 10 or fewer grams of fat and no more than 500 -700 milligrams of sodium.

In addition to frozen food, you might consider having some of the lower-fat, lower-sodium, soups on hand.  Choose varieties with chicken or beef so that you get some protein.  Low fat yogurt is also a good food to keep on hand - it's not too high in sodium and a great source of protein.  If you like it, low sodium vegetable juice cocktail helps you get essential vitamins and minerals when you don't feel like fixing a vegetable.

