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How your diet can support your immune system 

 

The immune system is one of the most 

complex systems in the body, made up of lots 

of cells, molecules, tissues and organs all 

working together to protect the body.  Many 

different nutrients are involved in the normal 

functioning of the immune system.   

There are no immunity ‘superfoods’ and any 
foods or supplements advertised as ‘immune 
boosting’ should be avoided. An immune 
system that is overactive (or boosted) can 

actually lead to problems such as allergies or 

autoimmune conditions.  A healthy immune 

system is one that is in balance.  It is better to 

think about how you can ‘support’ rather than 

‘boost’ your immune system.       

The best way to support your immune system 

is to eat a healthy and varied diet.  As we age 

our immune system becomes less efficient, so 

having a varied and nutritious diet is even more 

important for older adults.  Some of the key 

nutrients to support immune function are 

listed below. 

 

Key nutrients to support your immune system 

Vitamin or 

Mineral 

How it supports the immune 

system 

Dietary sources 

Vitamin A Supports white blood cells that 

identify pathogens (like viruses or 

infectious bacteria). 

Cheese, milk, yogurt, eggs, oily fish.  Dark 

green leafy vegetables and orange coloured 

fruit and vegetables contain beta-carotene 

which the body can convert to vitamin A. 

Vitamin B6 Helps produce new immune cells 

and helps immune cells to 

communicate. 

Chicken, fish, eggs, soya beans, fortified 

breakfast cereals, sesame seeds and 

bananas. 

Vitamin B12 Plays a key role in producing new 

immune cells. 

Found in almost all foods of animal origin 

(meat, fish, cheese and eggs) as well as 

fortified breakfast cereals. 

Folate Plays a key role in producing new 

immune cells. 

Broccoli, Brussels sprouts, peas, chickpeas, 

spinach, cabbage and fortified breakfast 

cereals.  

Vitamin C Helps immune cells attack 

pathogens and clears away old 

immune cells. 

Citrus fruits, berries, peppers, tomatoes and 

dark green leafy vegetables. 

Vitamin D Helps with the immune response to 

infection. 

Oily fish, red meat, eggs and fortified 

breakfast cereals. 

Iron Helps maintain the health of 

immune cells. 

Red meat, beans nuts, dried fruit (e.g. 

apricots), wholegrains, kale, watercress, 

spinach.  

Zinc Helps produce new immune cells 

and cells that help to fight off 

viruses.  

Meat, shellfish, cheese and wholegrains.  

Selenium Vital for producing new immune 

cells and strengthening the 

response to infection. 

Nuts and seeds (in particular Brazil nuts, 

cashews and sunflower seeds), eggs, 

chicken, fish and shellfish. 

Copper Helps protect and fuel immune cells Nuts and seeds, fish and shellfish, meat, 

pulses, bread and rice. 
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Keep your gut microbes happy to help support 

your immune system 

Around 70% of your immune system originates 

from your gut microbes.  A diet that includes 

foods to keep your gut microbes happy will 

benefit your immunity.  Here are some ways 

you can help support your gut microbes. 

• Include fibre-rich plant foods such as 

beans, pulses, wholegrains and plenty 

vegetables.  Fibre is a nutrient for our gut 

bacteria.  Try adding beans, lentils or 

chickpeas to stews, curries and salads; opt 

for higher fibre breakfast cereals such as 

wholewheat cereals or porridge oats; 

choose higher fibre breads, wholewheat 

pasta or brown rice; sprinkle mixed seeds 

on your breakfast, yogurt or salads; and 

keep the skin on your fruit and veg to 

increase the fibre in your diet.   

• Include some fermented foods. These 

foods contain live bacteria that are likely 

to benefit your gut microbes.  Fermented 

foods include yoghurt, kefir and cheese as 

well as sauerkraut and kimchi (pickled 

cabbage).   

• Eat a rainbow of different coloured fruit 

and vegetables as different coloured plant 

foods have different phytonutrients, all 

with various benefits to health and 

immunity. 

Other important nutrients   

Protein is needed to make immune cells and to 

help the body repair itself after an infection.  

When recovering from illness or injury our 

protein intake ought to be increased.  Good 

sources of protein include chicken, turkey, red 

meats, fish and plant sources such as tofu and 

other soya products, beans and lentils.  

Omega-3 fatty acids found in oily fish such as 

salmon, mackerel, trout and sardines help 

reduce inflammation and support the immune 

system.  Try to include two portions of fish in 

your diet each week, including one oily fish.   

 

Do I need supplements? 

There is some evidence that a vitamin C 

supplement may reduce the duration and 

severity of the common cold infection. 

However, it won’t prevent you catching a cold. 

If you are worried that your diet will not 

provide you with all the nutrients you need, a 

multivitamin and mineral supplement may 

help ensure you get a range of vitamins and 

minerals.  However, it is best to try to eat well 

as foods contain a range of natural compounds 

that you won’t find in supplements.    
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