
EATING WELL

EATING WELL WITH SCLERODERMA

Since scleroderma affects each person differently and each person may have differing nutritional needs, there is no specific 
“scleroderma diet”.

In addition to difficulties swallowing, you can experience nutrition-related side effects in other parts of the body, such as kidney 
problems, that require modifications to what you eat. This brochure offers general advice to help you cope with common complaints. 
If you need more individual dietary information, please seek professional advice from your doctor or a registered dietitian.

This is not always easy, especially if scleroderma has hardened the skin on your fingers and hands or if your joints are stiff. If this 
problem hinders your food intake:
 • Get kitchen equipment and utensils with thick rubber handles to aid in gripping
 • Try various types of cups and mugs until you find the easiest one to pick up
 • Stock up on frozen meals or prepared food when possible
 • Buy pre-cut fruit and vegetables

Overproduction of collagen due to scleroderma can cause thickening and scarring of tissue in your esophagus (the pipe that 
connects the throat to your stomach) and digestive tract. Weakened muscles can cause slow movement of food which is called 
“dysmotility.” Difficulty in swallowing is called “dysphagia.” This can also result from narrowing of the esophagus.
 • Eat slowly. Allow more time for eating, due to slower movement of food passing through
 • Chew well. Be careful not to take any food into your lungs
 • Eat soft or pureed foods (mashed potatoes, apple sauce). Process other food (meat, vegetables) in a blender and add 

seasonings, broth, or margarine to thin to desired consistency

Gastro-Esophageal Reflux Disease (GERD), can cause irritation in the esophagus. The muscles at the lower end of the esophagus 
may weaken and allow stomach acid to backwash into the esophagus, causing irritation or heartburn.

To reduce reflux, try the following:

 • Sit upright for 1 to 2 hours after eating, so gravity can help your food move downward. Try not to eat just before lying down, 
napping or going to bed at night. Use a sleep wedge or raise the top of the bed to elevate your head and torso to prevent 
regurgitation of stomach contents into airways

 • Decrease or eliminate the intake of alcohol, carbonated drinks, chocolate and caffeine
 • Avoid highly acidic foods, such as citrus fruit, tomatoes and onions
 • Avoid fatty and greasy foods. Foods with high fat content stay in the stomach longer than low fat content foods, increasing the 

likelihood of acid reflux
 • Eat smaller, more frequent meals (4 to 6 small meals per day versus 2 to 3 larger meals per day)
 • Keep a food diary to establish the foods that give you problems. If you are eliminating several foods from your diet, consult a 

dietitian or nutritionist to ensure your nutritional needs are being met
 • Ask your physician about prescribed medications to help neutralize the acid
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People who suffer from scleroderma are at increased risk of malnutrition caused by inadequate intake of nutritious foods or from 
poor absorption of nutrients from the GI tract. It is important for you to have your weight and nutritional status monitored regularly.

Significant weight loss over a period of 3 months or more may indicate inadequate nutrient and calorie intake. Other symptoms of 
malnutrition include:

Constipation may occur due to weak and scarred muscles in the colon wall. Suggestions for relieving constipation include drinking 
lots of water (1.5L – 2L daily) and eating more dietary fibre. Keeping active also helps - exercise stimulates movement of the bowels.

Diarrhea may occur due to weakened muscles of the gastrointestinal tract, antibiotics, or poor absorption of food. Foods that have 
soluble fibre, such as bananas, applesauce, apples, oatmeal, oat bran and prunes may be helpful. Avoid whole wheat bread and 
wheat germ or large quantities of raw vegetables and raw whole fruits (other than bananas). Avoiding high fat foods, fried foods and 
rich desserts may also help.
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These symptoms above may also be related to underlying scleroderma and can be difficult to distinguish from malnutrition. If you 
have concerns, consult your doctor or a registered dietitian.

Inform your physician if you develop any of the above symptoms

Weakness and 
muscle wasting

Excessive or new 
onset fatigue

Increased susceptibility 
to infection

Delayed wound 
healing

Brittle nails and  
excessive hair loss

Overly dry, 
flaky skin
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