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UNDERSTANDING COLITIS AND THE ROLE OF DIET

Living with colitis, particularly ulcerative colitis, can feel like a
constant balancing act. This form of inflammatory bowel disease
(IBD) causes inflammation and sores in the lining of your large
intestine, leading to symptoms like abdominal pain, urgent
diarrhea, rectal bleeding, and fatigue. While medication is often a
cornerstone of treatment, one of the most powerful tools you
have to manage your condition is your diet. The question "colitis
diet what to eat" is one of the most common and important ones
asked by those newly diagnosed or experiencing a flare-up. A
well-planned diet cannot cure colitis, but it can significantly
reduce inflammation, prevent malnutrition, and improve your
overall quality of life. This article will provide a comprehensive
guide to what to eat and what to avoid, helping you navigate
your dietary choices with confidence.

THE CORE PRINCIPLES OF A COLITIS-FRIENDLY DIET

Before diving into specific foods, it is crucial to understand the
underlying principles that guide dietary choices for colitis. The
goals are to soothe the digestive tract, reduce inflammation, and
maintain adequate nutrition. During a flare-up, when symptoms
are active, the priority is often to give the bowel a rest and
provide easily digestible nutrients. During remission, the focus
shifts to maintaining a balanced, nutrient-dense diet that
supports long-term health. Here are the key concepts to keep in
mind:

 Individual Tolerance: No two people with colitis are
exactly alike. A food that triggers a flare in one person may
be perfectly fine for another. Keeping a food diary is one of
the best ways to identify your personal triggers.

e Low Residue and Low Fiber (During Flares): When the
colon is inflamed, high-fiber foods can be abrasive and
worsen symptoms. A low-residue diet reduces the amount
of undigested material passing through the bowel, giving it
a chance to heal.

e Nutrient Density: Due to malabsorption and reduced
appetite, people with colitis are at risk for deficiencies in
iron, B vitamins, vitamin D, calcium, zinc, and protein.
Choosing nutrient-rich foods is essential.

* Hydration: Diarrhea leads to fluid loss, making hydration a
top priority. Water, clear broths, and electrolyte-rich drinks
are important.

 Small, Frequent Meals: Eating smaller meals more often
(e.g., 5-6 times per day) can be easier on the digestive
system than three large meals.

e Gentle Preparation Methods: Boiling, steaming,
poaching, and baking are generally better tolerated than
frying, grilling, or heavy seasoning.

WHAT TO EAT DURING A COLITIS FLARE-UP

When you are in the middle of a flare-up, with active symptoms
like abdominal pain and diarrhea, your diet needs to be especially
gentle. The goal is to provide your body with energy and
nutrients while minimizing bowel irritation. This is the time to
focus on what is often called a "low residue diet" or "soft diet."

Here is a breakdown of the best foods to include:

Refined Grains and
Starches

These are easily digested and provide a good source of energy.
They are low in fiber, meaning they leave little residue in the
colon.

» White rice and rice noodles

e White pasta and plain noodles

e White bread, sourdough bread (without seeds or whole
grains)

e Refined cereals like cream of wheat, corn flakes, and puffed
rice

e Oatmeal (smooth, not steel-cut or very coarse, and made
with water or milk as tolerated)

e Potatoes (peeled and mashed, or boiled)

Lean Protein

Protein is vital for healing and maintaining muscle mass. Choose
tender, low-fat options.

e Skinless chicken or turkey (baked, poached, or boiled, not
fried)

e Fish such as salmon, cod, or tilapia (baked, poached, or
steamed)

* Eggs (poached, scrambled, or hard-boiled - avoid frying)

 Tofu (soft or silken)

e Well-cooked, tender meat

Cooked Fruits and
Vegetables

Raw, high-fiber vegetables and fruits are often too harsh during a
flare. Cooking breaks down the fiber, making them much more
tolerable.

e Applesauce (unsweetened)

e Ripe bananas (mashed if desired)

Canned peaches or pears (in juice or water, not heavy
syrup)

Peeled and cooked carrots, green beans, and zucchini
Potato and squash purees

* Well-cooked spinach (not raw)

Dairy (With Caution)

Many people with colitis also have lactose intolerance. However,
some low-lactose or lactose-free products can be well-tolerated.

Lactose-free milk

Plain yogurt with live cultures (if tolerated)

Hard cheeses like cheddar or Swiss (often lower in lactose)
Cottage cheese (smooth, low-fat)
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Hydrating and Soothing
Fluids

¢ Clear broths (chicken, vegetable, or beef)

e Diluted fruit juices (like apple or grape, without pulp)

e Herbal teas (ginger, peppermint, or chamomile - but avoid
strong spices)

¢ Oral rehydration solutions (if needed)

Vegetables and Legumes

These are higher in insoluble fiber and may be harder to digest.
Introduce them one at a time, well-cooked at first, then gradually
less cooked.

* Raw salads (start with soft leaves like butter lettuce, avoid
cabbage and kale)

e Cooked lentils, chickpeas, and beans (start with small
amounts, like 1-2 tablespoons)

WHAT TO EAT DURING REMISSION

FOODS TO AVOID OR LIMIT WITH COLITIS

When your colitis is in remission and you have no active
symptoms, you can expand your diet to include more variety and
fiber. This is the time to focus on rebuilding your nutrient stores
and supporting overall health. The goal is to reintroduce fiber
gradually, keep a varied diet, and continue avoiding your known
trigger foods.

Gradual Reintroduction of
Fiber

Fiber is important for colon health and regularity. Start with
smaller portions of soluble fiber, which dissolves in water and
forms a gel-like substance in the gut.

e Oats and oat bran

e Barley

e Psyllium husk (start with a very small amount)
* Apples (peeled), pears (peeled), and berries

e Cooked carrots, beets, and sweet potatoes

e Avocado

Probiotic-Rich and Prebiotic
Foods

These can help support a healthy gut microbiome, which may
play a role in managing IBD.

e Yoqurt, kefir (if dairy is tolerated)

e Fermented foods like sauerkraut, kimchi, and miso
(introduce slowly and in small amounts)

* Prebiotic foods that support good bacteria include cooked
and cooled potatoes (resistant starch), oats, bananas
(slightly green), and garlic (if tolerated in small amounts)

Healthy Fats

Omega-3 fatty acids have anti-inflammatory properties. Include
them in your diet for their potential benefit.

Fatty fish (salmon, mackerel, sardines)

Flaxseed oil (small amounts)

Olive oil (tolerated by many)

Walnuts and chia seeds (if tolerated, start with small
amounts)

Reintroducing Raw

While every individual is different, certain foods are commonly
problematic for people with colitis, especially during a flare-up.
Knowing these can help you avoid unnecessary discomfort.

High-Fiber Foods During
Flares

¢ Nuts, seeds, and popcorn

Whole grains (brown rice, whole wheat bread, quinoa)
Raw vegetables like broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, and
Brussels sprouts

Dried fruits

Beans and lentils (during active symptoms)

High-Fat and Fried Foods

These can stimulate the digestive tract and worsen diarrhea and
cramping.

Fried foods (french fries, fried chicken, donuts)
Fatty cuts of meat

Butter, cream, and rich sauces

Processed meats like bacon, sausage, and salami

Dairy Products (If Lactose
Intolerant)

Even if you are not formally diagnosed with lactose intolerance,
many with active colitis find dairy difficult.

¢ Whole milk, ice cream, and soft cheeses
e Large amounts of yogurt (though some tolerate small
amounts of plain yogurt)

Gas-Producing Foods

These can cause uncomfortable bloating and pain.

¢ Beans, lentils, and chickpeas

¢ Onions, garlic, and leeks

e Cruciferous vegetables (broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage)
e Carbonated beverages

Spicy Foods

Spices like chili, cayenne, and hot peppers can irritate an
inflamed colon.
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Sugar and Artificial
Sweeteners

High sugar intake can worsen diarrhea. Artificial sweeteners like
sorbitol, mannitol, and xylitol (found in sugar-free gum and
candies) are known to cause diarrhea and gas.

Alcohol and Caffeine

Both are stimulants that can speed up bowel movements and
worsen diarrhea. Caffeine is also found in coffee, black tea, and
many sodas.

(Transitioning)

» Breakfast: Oatmeal with blueberries (introduced carefully)
and a poached egg.

e Lunch: Grilled salmon on a bed of cooked Swiss chard with
a small side of quinoa (start with 1/4 cup).

e Snack: A small handful of walnuts (if tolerated) and a
peeled apple.

e Dinner: Turkey meatballs (lean) with white pasta and a
light tomato sauce (strained to remove seeds).

* Beverage: Herbal tea and water.

SAMPLE MEAL IDEAS FOR COLITIS

BEYOND THE PLATE: OTHER NUTRITIONAL
CONSIDERATIONS

Putting it all together can be challenging. Here are a few simple
meal ideas for different phases.

During a Flare-Up (Low
Residue)

» Breakfast: Cream of wheat made with lactose-free milk,
plus a mashed banana.

e Lunch: Creamy tomato soup (made without seeds or skins)
with white bread toast.

* Snack: Applesauce and a handful of saltine crackers.

* Dinner: Baked skinless chicken breast, with well-cooked
mashed potatoes and steamed carrots.

* Beverage: Diluted apple juice and water throughout the
day.

During Remission

Diet is only one piece of the puzzle. People with colitis may need
to pay special attention to certain nutrients due to malabsorption
or medication side effects. Discuss these with your healthcare
provider:

e Iron: Chronic blood loss can lead to anemia. Sources
include lean red meat, fortified cereals, and spinach
(cooked).

e Calcium and Vitamin D: Steroid use and avoidance of
dairy can weaken bones. Look for fortified foods and
consider supplements.

e B12: If you have had part of your ileum removed, you may
need B12 injections or high-dose oral supplements.

e Zinc and Magnesium: Diarrhea can deplete these
minerals.

WHEN TO CONSULT A PROFESSIONAL

Navigating the "colitis diet what to eat" question can be
overwhelming. It is highly recommended to work with



