Nutritional Tips on How to Overcome and Prevent a Gout Attack

The Western world has experienced an increased prevalence of gout in almost epidemic proportion during the last century.  Gout is a disorder of purine metabolism or kidney excretion of uric acid resulting in abnormal levels of uric acid in the blood.  Its symptoms include acute or chronic pain, swelling, extreme tenderness in a joint, and sometimes stiffness or discoloration of the skin around the affected joint.  Numerous factors are associated with increased risk: genetics, gender, age, medical conditions, and certain foods and medications. The body’s immune response during gout attacks mimics that of other inflammatory responses. This has led researchers to look at lifestyle habits that may enhance or reduce the potential for attack. Co-morbidities such as diabetes, obesity, sleep apnea, renal insufficiency, and hypertension are common with gout and should be medically managed since they may otherwise severely aggravate the gout condition. 
As the disease advances, gout attacks occur more frequently and are more prolonged. Trivial injury or unaccustomed exertion may trigger the episodes, and attacks have been related to excessive eating, drinking, and exercise.  The holiday season, for that reason, may actually trigger an attack. Likewise, the urge to drop a few pounds following the holiday splurge can also trigger an attack if extreme dieting and exercise techniques are used. 
Certain dietary patterns appear to influence the risk of developing gout.  Foods such as meat, seafood, beer, and fructose from soft drinks are linked to higher risk. Traditionally, gout has been treated with low-purine diets, however, drugs have largely replaced the need for rigid restriction of dietary purines.  During the acute stages of an attack, however, it is still considered wise to avoid or limit foods high in purine.   

	Table 1: High Purine Content   (100-1,000 mg per 3 ½ oz of food)

	Seafood:  
	Anchovies, mackerel, mussels, sardines, herring, roe, and scallops

	Flavor Enhancements:  
	Bouillon, broth (as in chicken noodle soup), consommé, meat extracts, and gravy

	Organ Meat:  
	Brains, heart, kidney, liver, and sweetbreads

	Others:  
	Goose, bacon, partridge, game meat (as in venison), mincemeat, baker’s and brewer’s yeast (as in beer)



	Table 2: Moderate Purine Content   (9-100 mg per 3 ½ oz of food)

	Protein:  
	Fish, poultry (chicken, duck, turkey), meat (beef, lamb, pork, veal), and shell fish (except those in group 1)

	Vegetables: 
	Vegetable & cream soups, asparagus, dried beans, lentils, mushrooms, dried peas, cauliflower, and spinach

	Grains: 
	Whole grain breads and cereals, oatmeal, wheat germ, and bran



There are also some foods and beverages that have protective effects against gout:  low fat dairy products, vegetables (regardless of purine content), coffee, and foods higher in vitamin C.  Foods that will raise the pH level of urine will help to dissolve and excrete uric acid. 

	Table 3: Foods to Help Prevent Gout Attacks 

	Dairy:  
	Low fat and non-fat milk products, buttermilk

	Vegetables:  
	Beets, Swiss chard, kale, spinach, and turnip greens

	Fruits:  
	All, particularly vitamin C rich fruits, except cranberries, prunes, and plums; tart cherries

	Others:  
	Almonds, chestnuts, coconut, and coffee



To prevent future gout attacks, the American Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics and The Army Physical Fitness Research Institute(APFRI) recommend gradually reducing body weight to lessen the impact of arthritic pain and high triglycerides that usually coexist with gout. Avoid drastic restrictions of calories and meal skipping since this can result in muscle breakdown and an increase in uric acid production.  Since carbohydrates promote excretion of uric acid, it is wise to include grains, fruit, and/or vegetables with all meals. Fats inhibit the excretion of uric acid, therefore, a high fat diet is not a wise choice. Keep the heart- healthy plant sources of fat (nuts, seeds, olives, and avocado) but apply portion control and limit the fats from full fat dairy, butter, and meat.  To help excrete uric acid and prevent stone formation, it is wise to drink adequate fluids to produce clear colored urine.  Mild or moderate use of alcohol does not necessarily induce an acute attack; however, ethanol does increase uric acid production and it is wise to limit intake for that reason. 
During the acute stages of a gout attack, it is most important to drink liberal fluids, up to 4 quarts per day, to keep urine dilute, with at least half of that from water.  To limit purine intake during the attack, it is better to consume protein from low fat or non-fat milk, cheese, eggs, tofu, nut butters, and vegetables while avoiding or severely limiting the protein from meat, fish, and poultry to no more than 4-6 ounces per day.  Continue to consume carbohydrates and limit animal fats.  During an attack, it is strongly advised to avoid all sources of alcohol. See previous table of high purine foods to help guide in meal planning during an acute attack; limiting the intake of purine to 100-150 mg per day may help to reduce the discomfort of an attack. Since gout results in an inflammatory response, the value of eating a variety and ample amounts of food with anti-inflammatory properties versus those with pro-inflammatory properties remains important. 

	Table 4: Foods with Established Anti-Inflammatory Properties   (recommended daily)

	Beans & Legumes
	All dry beans and tofu

	Beverages: 
	Green tea; red wine (up to 5 ounces for women and 10 ounces for men)

	Fish:
	Cod, halibut, herring, oysters, salmon and tuna

	Vegetables: 
	Bell peppers, broccoli, cabbage, garlic, greens, onions and sweet potatoes

	Fruits: 
	Apples, berries, cherries, citrus fruits, pineapple and tomatoes

	Herbs & Spices:
	Basil, cinnamon, turmeric (curcumin), ginger, mint, oregano and thyme

	Nuts: 
	Almonds, hazelnuts, pistachios, and walnuts

	Snacks: 
	Dark chocolate (but limit the portion size)

	Oils: 
	Canola and extra virgin olive



	Table 5: Foods with Pro-Inflammatory Properties   (recommend moderation or elimination)

	Refined Sugars:
	Candies, pastries, and sugar-sweetened beverages

	Highly Processed Carbohydrates:
	Doughnuts and potato chips

	Processed Meats: 
	Hot dogs, luncheon meats, sausage

	Oils: 
	Hydrogenated and partially hydrogenated oil

	Trans fatty acids:
	Margarine



Seeking medical advice and making lifestyle and dietary adjustments are some of the practical steps everyone can take to improve the overall quality of life with gout.  While research continues to identify new and better medications to help manage the disease, it is still wise to apply some basic principles of prevention and figure out your main triggers to reduce the frequency of gout attacks. 
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