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Living with NMO 
Dietary information  
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The Walton Centre in Liverpool and 

John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford are 

recognised as specialist NHS centres in the diagnosis 

and care of patients with Neuromyelitis Optica (NMO) 

in the UK 

 

Please contact either centre if you have any further 

concerns regarding your diagnosis or symptoms. 

 

 

 

This booklet can be provided in other formats including large 

print or as an audio file.  Please contact either specialist centre 

for details or go to www.nmouk.nhs.uk 

Disclaimer 
We have made every effort to ensure that information in this publication is 
correct.  We do not accept liability for any errors or omissions as policy and 
practice may change.  Should you require medical advice as a result of 
reading the information contained within this site you should seek such 
advice from a registered medical practitioner 

NMO Service     NMO Service 
Walton Centre Foundation Trust         John Radcliffe Hospital 
Lower Lane       West Wing 
Fazakerley        Headley Way 
Liverpool L9 7LJ       Oxford  OX3 9DU  
 

Contact: 0151-529-8357     Contact: 01865-2311905  
 

nmo.advice@thewaltoncentre.nhs.uk   nmo.advice@orh.nhs.uk 
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USEFUL INFORMATION 
 

Healthy Eating Live well NHS choices 

www.nhs.uk/livewell/healthy-eating  

www.nhs.uk/livewell/loseweight 
 

NHS change 4 Life 

www.nhs.uk/change4life 
 

The Eatwell Guide 

www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/

attachment_data/file/528193/

Eatwell_guide_colour.pdf 
 

Change 4 life  - phone app 

This has lots of useful information and ideas 

including a meal planner and recipes.  It can be 

found in app stores.  For more information visit: 

www.nhs.uk/Change4Life/Pages/meal-planner-

recipe-finder-app.aspx 
 

 

Multicultural food  

www.theismaili.org/nutrition  
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Eating Well with NMO 
 
Being diagnosed with NMO or a related condition  

does not mean that you need to follow a special diet or 

avoid certain foods. 

Eating a varied and well-

balanced diet is the best 

way to make sure that 

you supply your body with all the nutrients it needs 

each day.  Your nervous system works best when its 

cells have the right nutrition to maintain their structure 

and to renew and repair themselves. A healthy 

balanced diet can also help to compliment your 

medical treatments, enhance your therapy outcomes 

and improve your day to day health and wellbeing. 

This booklet aims to give you information on: 

 A healthy balanced diet. 

 Important nutrients to consider in relation to NMO. 

 Practical tips to help control weight gain. 

 Healthy meal ideas for a varied and well-balanced 

diet 
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Living with NMO 
 
Living with NMO can mean having to deal with a range 

of symptoms including: chronic pain, muscle spasms, 

fatigue, low mood, reduced mobility levels, bladder and 

bowel problems. These symptoms can all potentially 

impact on your day to day eating habits and activity 

levels. The diagram opposite outlines common     

symptoms that can impact on your diet and exercise. 
 

In addition the side effects from medications, used to 

treat NMO, may also have an effect upon your day to 

day dietary intake and wellbeing. 
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Lifestyle choices 
Smoking: 

 Increases risk of cancer. 

 Increases risk of pulmonary infections. 

 Speeds up mental decline. 

 Causes artery damage and increased risk of 

stroke and heart attacks. 

 Raises the risk of auto-immune conditions.  

 Changes skin, teeth and hair to make you look 

older. 

 Greater risk of osteoporosis. 

Alcohol: 

It is safe to drink alcohol in moderation.  

Do not go over recommended guidelines. 

However, alcohol may aggravate liver problems and it 

also affects our natural defences that help fight 

infection. 
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The best tip? - drinking water 
 

 Reduces fatigue! 

 Reduces headaches! 

 Reduces urine infections! 

 Relieves constipation! 

 Gives energy! 

 Gives skin a healthy glow! 

Plus its free! 

Try to drink at least 8 cups water (2 litres) per day. 

Any type of water whether its tap, bottle, flavoured 

or sparkling is good. 
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Medication 
Corticosteroids (steroids) are mainly used to reduce 

inflammation and suppress the immune system.  

Not everyone will gain excessive weight whilst being on 

steroids, but most will have some weight gain.   

Steroids can: 

 Increase the rate of metabolism.  

 Increase appetite. 

 Release more insulin which makes you feel hungry. 

 Make you crave sweet food.  

 Moves fat deposits to abdomen, face, upper back.  

 Retain water and salt causing oedema (swelling). 

 Can cause high blood pressure, high blood sugar, 

high cholesterol, osteoporosis (thinning of bones). 

 

Other medications taken by NMO patients can also 

cause weight gain including antidepressants and 

diabeties drugs, by increasing appetite. 

The medications themselves 

do not cause weight gain, but 

may make it more difficult to 

balance the scales! 
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‘Tips that worked for me’ 
 

Patient ideas for controlling weight in NMO 

 

 “Joining my local weight management group has 

been great; making friends and gaining support of 

people with a shared goal - to lose weight!” 

 “I eat an apple half an hour before dinner and it 

helps me to eat less as I feel fuller more quickly.” 

 “I don’t eat after dinner and if I feel hungry, I have 

a cup of tea.  This simple change has helped me 

lose a stone in 8 weeks.” 

 “I have started taking the dog for a walk everyday 

after dinner with my husband” 

 “We swapped puddings for fruit and yogurt, fruit 

salad or low fat/sugar free rice pudding or 

mousse. The whole family has lost weight!” 

 “I swapped my drinks for sugar free versions.” 
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Lunch 

 Jacket potato (plain or sweet) with small pot low fat 

cottage cheese of choice & side salad. 

 Tortilla wrap or panini spread lightly with low fat 

hummus, 2 crumbled falafels & mixed salad leaves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dinner 

 Swap creamy or cheesy sauces for tomato or 

vegetable based alternatives on your pasta, meat or 

curry dishes. 

 Swap mashed potato made with butter and full fat 

whole milk for mash with reduced fat spread and a 

lower fat milk. 

 Choose leaner cuts of meat. 

 Swap the frying pan for the grill when cooking meat. 

 
www.vitalsigns.nhs.uk 7 

 

The Eatwell Guide (see below) illustrates the 
government’s advice for healthy eating.  It consists of 

five food groups:   

What Does a Healthy Diet Involve? 

Starchy carbohydrates - bread, rice, potatoes  

Food and drinks high in fats and sugars 

Milk and dairy products 

Proteins - meat, fish, eggs and plant based 

Fruit and vegetables 
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Fruit and vegetables  
 
 

 These should make up 1/3 of your diet as they are 

an important source of vitamins, minerals and fibre.   

 If you are trying to lose weight, increase this to half 

of your plate to help you feel fuller longer. 

 Try to aim for 5 portions per day, the more variety 

the better.   

 A portion is roughly one handful or, in the case of 

beans/pulses 3 tablespoons. 

 Fruit juice however, is only counted as 1 portion no 

matter how much you drink, a portion is 150mls. 

Starchy carbohydrates 
 

 These include bread, rice, potatoes, pasta etc. and 

should make up 1/4 of you diet. 

 Starchy foods are needed for energy and are an 

important source of B vitamins and folates. 
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Healthy meal ideas 
Breakfast ideas 
 

 Low sugar muesli or low fat granola topped with 2-

3 tbs greek or natural yoghurt and a handful of fruit 

eg banana, berries, grapes etc. 

 Wholemeal, granary or seeded toast with a scrape 

of marmalade or jam. 

 Shredded wheat with milk and handful of fruit. 

 Scrambled or poached eggs on slice of wholemeal/

granary bread with beans. 

 Oat or bran flake cereal with milk and berries. 

 Porridge oats made with 200mls milk and served 

with a handful of berries, banana or grapes. 

Lunch 

 Wholemeal or Granary Roll with can of tuna or 

salmon, mixed with tsp. of light mayo & sweet corn. 

 Small panini filled with 2-3 slices cooked turkey tsp. 

cranberry sauce & salad leaves of your choice. 

 Seeded or plain tortilla wrap with 2-3 slices lean 

cooked chicken, spinach & tsp. of mango chutney. 
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What can I do to control my weight gain? 
 

Simple realistic changes can go a long way to achieving 

weight loss goals. Below are some practical tips that 

people often try to help them manage their weight whilst 

on steroids:  

 

 Plan ahead and make a healthy meal plan. 

 Don’t skip meals as you are more likely to snack on 

high fat/sugar foods instead. 

 Aim for a regular meal pattern based around a 

healthy balanced diet. 

 Know your trigger points and times for craving high 

calorie food and drinks - try keeping a diary for 2-3 

days to help you identify any patterns. 

 Have a plan for how you will manage these trigger 

points. 

 Try using a 

smaller plate. 

 Consider 

joining a local 

weight management group. 
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 Try to eat higher fibre varieties such as brown pasta 

and rice or seeded, granary breads. These are 

important for the bowel health and will keep you 

fuller for longer.   

 Oats, including porridge and bread made from oats 

can help to 

keep cholesterol 

levels within a 

healthy range. 

 Be mindful of 

how much fat 

you use when preparing carbohydrates as the 

calories can easily add up e.g. butter on bread, 

creamy pasta and fried potatoes. 

 

Proteins 
 

 Aim for 2-3 portions per day from variety of sources. 

 Are important for strength and repair in the body. 

 A portion is 90g cooked (or 120mg raw) meat/fish,   

2 eggs, 5tbspn beans/pulses, 120g soya/tofu/quorn 

 Opt for lean cuts of meat and remove visible fat. 
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Milk and Dairy 

 You should include 2-3 portions per day. 

 These are good sources of protein and calcium.  

Calcium is especially important if you take steroids. 

 1 portion is a yogurt, 30g cheese or 200ml milk. 

 If you do not eat dairy include alternative like 

calcium fortified soya milk, 

yoghurts, pudding and rice 

and oat drinks. 

 Skimmed and semi skimmed 

milk have as much calcium 

as full fat. 
 

Foods and drinks high in fats and sugar 

 These should only be eaten in small amounts.  

 Diet drinks rather than full sugar versions. 

 Try to cook without oil by grilling or steaming foods 

or use spray oils. 

 High fat and/or high sugar foods such as crisps, 

pastries, fried foods, sweets, cake and chocolate 

should be considered a treat. 
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Endurance activities that increase your heart and 

breathing rate. 
 

 

 

 

HOW MUCH EXERCISE SHOULD I DO? 

According to NHS guidelines: To stay healthy or to 

improve health, adults need to do two types of physical 

activity each week: aerobic and strength exercises 

adding up to 2 hours 30 minutes per week.  

That may seem a lot but exercise can take many forms 

from housework, gardening, walking, dancing, 

swimming, using a manual wheelchair even carrying 

the shopping. 
  

You may have limited access to participation in 

exercise or physical activity but don’t let it stop you!  

The key to exercise is to plan it around your abilities 

and work it into your daily life.  
 
 
 

More information on exercise can be found in the 

Keeping Active booklet. 
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Exercise 
Why is exercise good for me? 

 Strengthen and conditions muscles. 

 Improves posture and balance. 

 Prevents joint stiffness. 

 Maintains strong bones and healthy circulation. 

 Helps maintain a healthy weight. 

 Increases your energy levels. 

 Reduces stress and aids relaxation. 

 Improves your self-esteem! 

 

TYPES OF EXERCISE 

Weight-bearing exercise that uses your body weight 

(such as jogging) and weight-resisted exercise (which 

involves pushing against some resistance, as in 

strength training) both help to improve bone strength. 

Stretching, or flexibility exercises give you more    

freedom of movement for your physical activities and 

for everyday activities such as getting dressed and 

reaching objects on a shelf.  

Balance exercises can help you prevent falls and 

avoid the disability that may result from falling. 
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Important Nutrients to consider in NMO 
 

 

Vitamin D - Low vitamin D levels have been linked in 

similar auto-immune diseases such as MS and in those  

taking steroids. Vitamin D is beneficial for the immune 

system and bone health. In the UK, Vitamin D is  mainly 

gained from sunlight exposure during the summer months,  

smaller amounts are found in oily fish, fortified soya milk, 

yogurt, cereals and eggs. Vitamin D supplements upto 

2000 units per day is safe to take. 

Calcium is vital for maintaining strong bones, which help 

protect against osteoporosis. Long term steroid use can 

increase the risk of osteoporosis. Calcium can be found in 

dairy products such as milk, yogurts and cheese  as well 

as fortified soya, oat and rice milk, tinned oily fish, tofu, 

pulses and green leafy vegetables etc. 

Essential Fatty Acids (EFAs) are required in a wide 

range of body processes including those within the 

nervous system. There are two main types of EFA - omega 

3 and 6. Omega 6 is found in most vegetable oils and 

margarines, nuts and seeds.  The best source of Omega 3 

is found in oily fish but can also be found in plant based 

foods such as flaxseeds, chia seeds and walnuts. 
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Principles of managing energy 

Energy In 
 

We general eat similar foods each day. To lose weight, 

 you have to eat less fuel (food) than your body needs 

per day. Therefore you need to either change dietary  

habits and/or exercise more to use the calories taken  

and then burn fat when these calories are used up. 

Weight is easy to gain... 
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Energy Out 
 

 

 A 19 gram cereal bar = 30 mins washing windows  

 A handful of nuts = 30gram = 15 minutes jogging 

 A small bag of crisps = 25 gram = 25 minutes 

 cleaning  

 A four finger KitKat = 20 minutes cycling 

...but hard to lose 
 


