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Surgery places significant physiological demands on the human body, triggering metabolic
responses that necessitate adequate nutritional reserves for optimal healing and recovery.
Nutrition plays a pivotal role in both the preoperative (pre-surgical) and postoperative (post-
surgical) phases, influencing surgical outcomes, complication rates, recovery speed, and overall
patient well-being. This article explores in detail the crucial role of nutrition at these stages,
shedding light on physiological mechanisms, clinical evidence, nutritional interventions, and best

practices for improving patient outcomes.

Pre-Surgical Nutrition: Preparing the Body for Surgery

The Importance of Pre-Surgical Nutritional Status

Pre-surgical nutritional status significantly affects a patient's ability to withstand surgical stress
and recover effectively. Malnutrition, which is prevalent among surgical patients—particularly
those undergoing cancer, gastrointestinal, or major surgeries—can lead to increased
postoperative complications, delayed wound healing, immune dysfunction, longer hospital stays,
and even higher mortality rates. Adequate nutrition before surgery builds the metabolic and
functional reserves necessary to tolerate the physiological stresses induced by surgery.
Metabolic Changes and Nutritional Needs Before Surgery

Surgical injury triggers a hypermetabolic state characterized by increased energy expenditure,
muscle protein breakdown, and inflammatory processes. This response may worsen if the patient
is already malnourished. Without sufficient nutritional support, muscle wasting occurs,

particularly of respiratory muscles, which compromises the ability to clear pulmonary secretions
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and increases the risk of chest infections and atelectasis. Moreover, immune competence declines
with malnutrition, reducing the body's capacity to fight infections.
Goals of Pre-Surgical Nutritional Management
The primary goals of pre-surgical nutritional optimization are:
« To correct or minimize malnutrition
e To enhance immune function and wound healing capacity
o To preserve muscle mass and functional reserve
e To reduce postoperative complications and length of hospital stay
o To support patient recovery through tailored nutritional interventions
Assessment and Identification of Nutritional Risk
Effective nutritional management begins with comprehensive nutritional assessment using
medical history, clinical examination, biochemical markers, anthropometric measurements, and
dietary evaluation. Screening tools help identify patients at nutritional risk or with existing
malnutrition, prompting timely referral to dietitians or clinical nutrition specialists. Early
identification ensures individualized nutritional plans addressing specific patient needs.
Nutritional Interventions in the Pre-Surgical Period
With adequate time before surgery, nutritional conditioning or prehabilitation programs can be
initiated. These multimodal approaches combine nutritional support with physical exercise to
enhance functional capacity.
Key components include:
e Increasing protein intake to at least 1.2 g/kg body weight per day, often using high-quality
whey or milk proteins
« Supplementation with immune-nutrients such as arginine, omega-3 fatty acids, glutamine,
and nucleotides to modulate the immune response and enhance wound healing
e Provision of carbohydrate-rich formulas to improve energy reserves and reduce
catabolism
« Tailoring nutrition based on patient demographics, surgery type, and metabolic status
Such protocols ideally start 2—4 weeks prior to surgery to allow sufficient nutritional repletion.
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Post-Surgical Nutrition: Supporting Healing and Recovery
Physiological Impact of Surgery on Nutrition
Postoperatively, the body remains in a catabolic and hypermetabolic state, with increased energy
demands to support tissue repair, immune function, and inflammation resolution. Early
nutritional support is essential to counteract muscle loss, prevent infections, and facilitate wound
healing.
Challenges to Adequate Postoperative Nutrition
Several factors complicate nutrition in the immediate post-surgical phase, including:
e Reduced appetite and nausea
« Gastrointestinal discomfort such as bloating or ileus
« Painand sedation effects
o Psychological factors like delirium or depression
These barriers often lead to inadequate oral intake and prolonged nutritional deficits if not
proactively managed.
Postoperative Nutritional Strategies
Early resumption of oral feeding, preferably within 24 hours if feasible, is associated with better
outcomes such as reduced infections, improved healing, and shorter hospital stays. When oral
intake is insufficient, supplemental nutrition through oral nutritional supplements, enteral feeding
tubes, or parenteral nutrition may be necessary.
Important considerations include:
« Providing adequate protein and energy to meet increased metabolic requirements
o Use of free-form essential amino acids in the immediate postoperative period to support
anabolic processes even when appetite is poor
« Transitioning to more calorie-dense protein beverages and later to solid foods as tolerated
e Close monitoring of nutritional status and adjustment of feeding plans accordingly
Role of Specific Nutrients in Surgical Recovery
Several nutrients have shown direct benefits in the post-surgical healing process, including:
« Protein for tissue repair and immune cell synthesis
e Vitamin A, C, and zinc for collagen synthesis and antioxidant defense
o Omega-3 fatty acids for their anti-inflammatory effects
e Arginine and glutamine for immune modulation and gut integrity
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Maintaining adequate hydration and micronutrient balance is also critical during the recovery
phase.

Integrating Nutritional Care into Surgical Pathways

Modern surgical care protocols, such as Enhanced Recovery After Surgery (ERAS), emphasize
minimizing fasting times, early feeding, and nutritional optimization as key elements to improve
outcomes and reduce complications. Nutrition is treated as a continuous care component
beginning at surgical planning and continuing through discharge and rehabilitation.

Conclusion

Nutrition is a fundamental pillar in the management of surgical patients both before and after
surgery. Pre-surgical nutritional optimization reduces the risk of complications and prepares the
body to tolerate surgical stress. Post-surgical nutritional support accelerates wound healing,
preserves muscle mass, supports immune function, and shortens recovery time. Multimodal
nutritional strategies tailored to patient needs within integrated surgical care pathways
significantly improve clinical outcomes. Healthcare providers must prioritize nutritional

assessment and intervention as essential components of surgical care.

Dr. Atul Mhaske
Homoeopathic Practitioner

Ukkalgaon, A’nagar

THE HOMOEOPATHIC QUILL; AUGUST 2025, VOLUME 02, ISSUE 02 | 20


http://www.thq.safaclinic.in/

