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This leaflet can be given out by Dietitians.  It is 

intended for people with diabetes who require 

dietary advice. 



 

 

What is Diabetes?  

 

Diabetes is a condition in which the amount of sugar (glucose) in the blood becomes too high.  This 

occurs when the pancreas is unable to make enough insulin or the insulin produced doesn’t work 

properly. Insulin is needed by the body to use carbohydrate food (sugar and starch) for energy.   
 

Carbohydrate foods are broken down in the gut and release a type of sugar called glucose. This 

passes into the bloodstream.  Every time you eat starchy or sugary food your blood glucose level will 

rise.  This triggers your pancreas to release insulin.  Insulin then helps glucose move from the 

bloodstream into the body’s cells where it is used for energy.   

 

In people with diabetes, there is not enough working insulin to move glucose into the cells,; it stays in 

the bloodstream and your glucose level rises.  This is when symptoms may start.  These may include: 
 

 increased thirst 

 passing a lot of urine 

 weight loss 

 tiredness 
 

However, you may not experience any symptoms. 
 

Aim of Treatment 

 

The aim of your treatment is to control your blood glucose levels within a healthy range to reduce the 

risk of developing the long term health complications associated with diabetes.  The food that you eat 

is an important part of your treatment because: 

 

 What you eat can affect your blood glucose level 

 If you are overweight, losing weight can help control your diabetes 

 Keeping good control of your blood glucose levels can help protect against long term damage 

to the eyes, kidneys, heart and major arteries 

 Eating healthily and keeping you blood glucose levels in range can also help reduce your 

cholesterol levels 
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Dietary Guidelines 

 

It is important to eat the right foods in the correct amounts for a well-balanced, healthy diet. These 

principles will help to control your diabetes: 

 Keep your weight within a healthy range 

 Eat regular meals  

 Limit sugar and sugary foods and drinks 

 Reduce your portion sizes of starchy carbohydrates 

 Choose more high fibre and wholegrain foods 

 Eat the right type and amount of fat 

 Eat fish twice weekly, of which one should be an oily fish 

 Eat plenty of vegetables and some fruit every day 

 Cut down on salt 

 Drink alcohol in moderation only 

 Keep physically active 

 

Use this as a guide to help you get a healthy balance of each food group at your meals: 
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Achieving a healthy body weight will help you improve your blood glucose control and reduce your risk of 

developing high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke and certain cancers.  
 

Too much body fat, especially around your waist, will affect your diabetes control because it stops your 

insulin from working as well. This is known as insulin resistance. If you are overweight aim to lose 

around 5-10% of your body weight (e.g. if you weigh 70kg this means losing 3.5-7kg).  
 

If you would like more information regarding losing weight, ask your dietitian.  

 

All carbohydrate foods are digested and absorbed into the bloodstream as glucose. It is the amount 

and type of carbohydrate eaten which affects how high and for how long your blood glucose will rise 

afterwards.  

 

Carbohydrate containing foods can be split into two types: 
 

1. Sugary carbohydrates: e.g. full sugar soft drinks, sweets, jam, honey, sugar, cakes, puddings, 

biscuits, pastries and ice-cream.  This also includes natural sugar found in fruit and milk 

products. 
 

2. Starchy carbohydrates: e.g. potatoes, sweet potatoes, breakfast cereals, pasta, rice, noodles, 

couscous, semolina, cassava, plantains and yam.  Other starchy carbohydrates include flour 

and flour containing foods such as breads, chapattis, crackers, pancakes and pastries.   
 

To help manage your blood glucose levels, it is important to spread your carbohydrate foods over the 

day and limit your portion sizes. Aim for a quarter of your plate to be starchy carbohydrates or use 

these measures as a guide of a typical portion:  
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 Keep your weight within a healthy range  

  Carbohydrates 

Bread 2 medium slices 

1 wrap  

1 1/2 x 10” chapatti (65g) 

Potatoes (cooked) 3 egg size boiled, or the equivalent mashed or roast (180g) 

1 small jacket potato (150g) 10-12 oven chips (100g) 

Rice or pasta (cooked) 3 tablespoons (100g) 

Noodles (cooked) 3 tablespoons (80g) 

Cereals 3 heaped dessertspoons (25g) porridge oats 

Small bowl porridge or Ready Brek made with milk (220g) 

2 Shredded Wheat, Weetabix or Oatibix 

40g or 4 tbsp. cereal 



 

 

Glycaemic Index 
 

Foods and drinks containing carbohydrates are turned into glucose at different speeds and the 

Glycaemic Index (GI) is a measure of this. 

 

Foods with a high GI can increase your blood glucose levels quickly. Foods with a low GI are 

absorbed more slowly, which can help keep your blood glucose levels more stable. Eating lower GI 

foods can also help reduce your cholesterol, maintain good bowel health and keep you feeling fuller 

for longer making them better choices.  

 

Below are some examples of low and medium GI foods: 

 Pulses: beans (baked beans, red kidney beans, butter beans, mung beans). Peas and all 

lentils. Ways to include more of these may be to have baked beans on toast, lentils in stews and 

soup, red kidney beans in chilli con carne and butter beans in casseroles 

 Oats: porridge, oat cereals, low sugar muesli, oat cakes, oatmeal crackers 
 Breakfast cereals: All Bran, Oatibix, Branflakes, Porridge (made with jumbo oats), Ready 

Brek, Special K 

 Breads: granary, wholegrain, multigrain, soya and linseed, rye, pumpernickel, wholemeal pitta 

and wraps, roti and chapattis (made with brown flour or breads made from millet and juwar 

flour)   

 Potatoes: sweet potato, new and old potatoes in skin 

 Rice: basmati, brown 

 Pasta: all 

 Milk and dairy: milk, natural, Greek or low sugar yoghurts, quark, fromage frais 

 Fruit and vegetables: apple, pear, citrus fruits, plums, grapes, berries, cherries, dried apricots, 

salad, all vegetables 

 Others: bulgur wheat, egg noodles, quinoa, couscous, barley, fruit loaf  
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Healthy Eating with Diabetes 

Foods containing sugar include soft drinks, sweets,  jam and sugar, as well as foods such as cakes, 

puddings, biscuits, pastries and ice-cream.   Limit your intake of these as they will raise your blood 

glucose levels rapidly. 

Foods and Drinks to Avoid   What to Choose Instead 
Sugar, glucose, fructose  Artificial sweetener e.g.  Saccharin, Sweetex, 

 Canderel, Splenda, Truvia, Hermesetas, Xylitol and 

 supermarket own brands  
 

Sweets, chocolates, toffee,  cough  Sugar free mints, sugar free throat sweets 

& throat sweets     sugar free chewing gum, dark chocolate 
 

Jam, marmalade, honey,     Reduced sugar and no added sugar jam,  

treacle, syrup, lemon curd     nut butter 

       

Sugary drinks, squashes, cordials,   Sugar free, low calorie, diet or zero fizzy drinks 

fizzy drinks    no added sugar squash 
   

Puddings containing sugar e.g. fruit   Sugar free whip, sugar free jelly, natural or  

layered or fruit corner yoghurts, jelly,   diet yoghurt,  sugar free custard, low fat and sugar  

fruit pies, tarts, gateaux    frozen yoghurt, homemade pancake, custard made 

       with sweetener  
 

Sugar coated cereals e.g. Sugar    Oatibix, Branflakes, All Bran, porridge, Ready Brek 

Puffs, Frosties, Honey Nut varieties,  unsweetened muesli 

Coco Pops.      
        

Cakes, buns, tarts and sweet pastries   Crumpet, teacake, scone, malt loaf, plain popcorn 

       lentil or pea snacks 

     

Cream or jam filled biscuits, chocolate   Plain biscuits e.g. Rich Tea, digestive,  

biscuits       arrowroot, malted milk, hobnob, oatcake, ricecake 
   

Tinned fruit in syrup     Tinned fruit in natural juice 
 

Sweetened condensed milk or    Skimmed, 1% or semi-skimmed milk, natural 

evaporated milk     yogurt 
    

Drinking chocolate, malted milk drinks  Tea, coffee, cocoa, Ovaltine Light, instant Ovaltine or 

Horlicks      milk drinks with artificial sweeteners such as  

     Highlights or Options, no added sugar Yazoo,   

   Crusha or Sweet Freedom shot Page 6 
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Some foods that provide us with different nutrients have very little direct effect on your blood glucose 

levels. These include: 

 

 Protein: Meat, fish, eggs, nuts, cheese, tofu and vegetarian meat alternatives. A portion of 

protein is considered to be: 

    60 – 90g meat (2-3oz), 2 eggs, 2 tablespoons of nuts, 4 tablespoons of cooked beans, 140-        

    150g fish (5-6oz) 

 Fats: Oils, spreads, mayonnaise and cream 

 Vegetables: Most non-starchy vegetables contain very little carbohydrate 

 

Eating lean protein and vegetables with small portions of carbohydrate can help your blood glucose 

levels stay more stable and keep you fuller for longer.  

 

Foods containing fat include margarine, butter, cheese, cooking oil, oil based salad dressings, 

mayonnaise, cream, chocolate, crisps, biscuits, pastries, cakes, puddings, ice-cream, creamy sauces 

and gravy made from the meat juices and fat.  

 

Eating a lot of high fat foods will make you gain weight and may lead to heart disease in later life. 

Being overweight also makes your diabetes harder to control.   

 

There are several different types of fat in the diet and there is evidence to suggest that unsaturated 

fats are better for our heart and blood vessels than saturated fats. Although unsaturated fats are 

healthier choices all fats are very high in calories and should therefore be limited if you are trying to 

lose weight.  

 

 Saturated fats are animal fats found in red and processed meats like sausages, burgers, 

corned beef, fat on meat, pies, pastries and full fat milk products including butter, lard and 

cheese. These can increase total cholesterol levels 

 

 Unsaturated fats include monounsaturated fats such as olive, rapeseed or groundnut oil and 

polyunsaturated fats such as sunflower or corn oil and omega 3 oils (found in oily fish) 
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Omega 3 fats are mainly found in oily fish. The omega 3 fats are changed by the body into 

docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) and eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) which lower blood pressure and 

cholesterol by reducing the narrowing and stickiness of blood vessels.  

 

Aim for at least 1 portion of oily fish and 1 portion of white fish per week. Oily fish includes mackerel, 

kippers, pilchards, salmon, sardines, trout and herring. Try to buy fish from a sustainable source.  

 

Vegetarian sources of omega 3 fats are flaxseed, linseed oil, rapeseed oil, walnut oil, pumpkin seeds 

and plain nuts like walnuts, pecans, peanuts or almonds.  

 

Ways to eat less saturated fat:  

 Choose lower fat milk and yoghurts 

 Use a lower fat spread made from vegetable oils instead of butter 

 Cook with unsaturated vegetable oils such as sunflower, olive or rapeseed instead of butter 

      or ghee 

 Grill, poach, steam or oven bake your foods.  

 Limit hard cheeses and cream cheeses like Stilton or Mascarpone. Use lower 

      fat alternatives e.g. Half fat cheddar, Edam, Cottage cheese, Quark, Ricotta. Limit your portion  

 size to 30g hard cheese (or 110g cottage cheese)  

 Choose leaner meats e.g. Chicken, turkey, lean mince. Consider using less meat and bulk out 

 your meals by adding pulses  

 Cut visible fat from all meats 

 Watch out for creamy sauces and dressings and swap for tomato based sauces instead 

 Reduce your intake of snack foods such as crisps, cakes, puddings and chocolate 

 Replace unhealthy snacks with healthier options including mixed unsalted nuts, seeds, fruit,     

 vegetable sticks with dips, homemade unsalted popcorn 

 Choose foods labelled green or amber for saturated fat 

 Limit take away foods 

Page 8 



 

Healthy Eating with Diabetes 

 

Fruit and vegetables are a rich source of vitamins, minerals and fibre which help you keep healthy 

and protect against heart disease, stroke and certain cancers.  

 

Aim to eat a combination of at least 5 portions of vegetables, salad and some fruit each day. This 

can include fresh, frozen and canned fruit, vegetables and salad.  Because fruit contains natural 

sugar (fructose) it is advisable to spread out your fruit intake, having just one portion at a time. 

Vegetables and salad will not affect blood glucose levels and can be eaten freely.  

 

What is a portion? 

 1 medium fruit e.g. apple, banana, pear 

 2 smaller fruits e.g. kiwi, satsumas 

 1 tablespoon dried fruit 

 1 dessert bowl of salad 

 3 tablespoons vegetables 

 1 small (150ml) glass fruit juice or smoothie 

 

Tips:  

 Try a variety of different colours of fruit, vegetables and salad every day 

 Fruit and vegetables can be fresh, frozen, tinned or dried or juiced 

 Vegetables and salad will not affect blood glucose levels and can be eaten freely 

 If you have tinned choose options in natural juice or water, without added salt or sugar  

 Be careful to limit your fruit to one portion at a time and space it out throughout the day as it 

contains fruit sugar (fructose)  

 Fruit juice only counts as one of the portions of fruit and vegetables, no matter how many 

glasses you drink. It will raise your blood glucose levels quicker than eating fruit. It is therefore 

best limited to a maximum of one small glass daily, preferably taken with a meal 

 Potatoes, sweet potato, yams, cassava and plantains do not count as a vegetable portion; they 

are carbohydrates 

 Use a steamer or microwave to cook vegetables, as this helps preserve their vitamins 

 Try to choose what is in season 
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The current recommendations for salt intake are for adults to have no more than 6g (2.4g sodium) 

per day. That is about 1 teaspoon a day. If you have high blood pressure reducing the salt in your 

diet will help.  

 

High salt foods include: 

 Salted snacks e.g. crisps or peanuts 

 Tinned and packet soups and sauces 

 Tinned, cured or smoked meat e.g. ham, bacon, corned beef 

 Tinned and smoked fish 

 Cheese 

 Processed foods e.g. takeaways and some ready meals 

  

There are a number of different salts e.g. sea salt, table salt, garlic salt. They will all have the same 

harmful effect on your blood pressure if you consume too much of them.  Salt alternatives are not 

advised.  

 

Ideas to reduce your salt intake:  

    Taste your food before adding salt and if possible do not add it 

     Use little or no salt in cooking 

 Look for ‘low salt’ or ‘no added salt’ on food labels 

 Use tinned vegetables that are not in salted water 

 Limit salty foods such as salted nuts, crisps, jars and packets of soups and sauces, 

      ready-made meals and processed meats such as bacon, sausages and tinned meat 

 Flavour your foods  using herbs, spices, lemon juice, vinegar, garlic or pepper  

 Try to cook with fresh ingredients rather than relying on processed and ready meals 
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It is important to only drink alcohol in moderation. It is recommended that alcohol consumption 

should not exceed 14 units weekly for men and women, spreading your intake throughout the week. 

Try to have a few alcohol free days each week and avoid binge drinking.  

 

The table below shows how many units are in different alcoholic drinks, however we would always 

advise that you check the product labels.  (ABV = alcohol by volume) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tips to reduce the sugar content of drinks containing alcohol. 

 Use sugar free mixers e.g. diet cola, diet lemonade, soda water, slim line tonic or bitter lemon 

 Spirits, dry wine and prosecco are the lowest sugar alcoholic choices 

 Try to avoid Alcopops as they are very high in sugar 

 Avoid ‘low sugar’ branded beers and ciders as these tend to contain more alcohol 

 Limit sweet drinks e.g. dessert wine, sweet sherry, port, sweet cider  
 

Alcoholic drinks can be very high in calories so try to limit your intake if you are trying to lose 

weight. If you have had alcohol and are taking certain diabetes medications which put you at 

an increased risk of low blood glucose levels, consider having a starchy carbohydrate snack 

before bed.  Page 11 
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Regular physical activity can help you improve your diabetes control and help you to lose weight.  It 

also reduces your risk of heart disease.   

 

Everyone should aim to be active daily. Try to take part in moderate intensity activity for at least 30 

minutes each day (2½ hours a week).  This can be taken in 10 minutes bouts e.g. brisk walking. An 

alternative is taking part in 75 minutes of vigorous activity spread across the week e.g. running, 

swimming or football. Adults should also aim to take part in muscle strengthening activities at least 

twice weekly e.g. lifting or moving heavy loads such as groceries or exercising with weights.    

 

If you have any concerns about introducing these recommendations because of medical conditions or 

current low levels of activity please seek advice from a medical practitioner or qualified 

physiotherapist.   

 

There is no need to buy any special diabetic foods or drinks. The basis of your diet is healthy eating 

and includes foods that everyone is encouraged to eat.  Diabetic products such as cakes, chocolates, 

sweets or biscuits are therefore not recommended.  Many of these products are high in calories. 

Diabetic products are usually expensive. Some contain sorbitol as a sweetening agent.  This can 

cause stomach upsets and diarrhoea if eaten in large quantities. 

Look at the nutritional label and use the tables below to help you to make healthier choices. 
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Physical activity 

Diabetic Products 

Guide to Food labelling 

Foods (per 100g) Low High 

Fat 3g or less 17.5g or more 

Saturated Fat 1.5g  5g  

Sugar 5g  22.5g  

Salt 0.3g  1.5g  

Drinks (per 100ml) Low High 

Fat 1.5g or less 8.75g or more 

Saturated Fat 0.75g  2.5g  

Sugar 2.5g  11.25g  

Salt 0.3g  0.75g  
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Help with Food Choices  
  Best Choices Eat Occasionally Best Limited* 

Potatoes, 
bread, rice, 
pasta and 
other starchy 
carbohydrates 
  

Granary, rye, pumpernickel 

bread. Wholegrain chapattis. 

Multigrain bread and crackers. 

Water biscuits. Oatcakes. 

Ryvita.  Crisp breads.  

 
Oat based cereals e.g. Porridge, 
Unsweetened muesli,  Jumbo 
oats, Oatibix. 
 
Wholegrain cereals e.g. Special 
K, Branflakes, Allbran.  
  

All shapes and varieties of 
pasta. Basmati rice. Noodles.  
New and sweet potatoes. Jacket 
potato with skin. Couscous.  

Wholemeal bread, 

wholemeal pitta bread, 

crumpet.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wholegrain cereals e.g. 

Weetabix, Shredded Wheat. 

  
Oven chips.  

White, garlic bread and bagels. 

French stick. 

 

Croissants, pies and pastries, 

brioche, dumplings. 

  

Cheerios, Rice Krispies, 

Cornflakes, Coco Pops, Sugar 

Puffs, Honey Nut Cornflakes, 

Frosted flakes. 

  

 

White and jasmine rice. Mashed 

and roast potatoes. Fried 

chips.   

Fruit and 

Vegetables 

All fruit or vegetables -fresh, 
frozen, dried, tinned in natural 
juice or unsalted water. Salad. 

 Vegetable crisps. Roast 

vegetables. Vegetables in 

cheese or cream sauce. Juices.  

Beans, 

pulses, fish, 

eggs, meat 

and other 

proteins 

All pulses e.g. peas, lentils, 

chickpeas, beans, red kidney 

beans.  

 

Chicken, turkey (skin removed), 

lean red meat, soya protein, 

meat substitute. Eggs. 

  

 

Fish (particularly oily fish such 

as salmon, mackerel, sardines). 

   

Mixed unsalted nuts and seeds*. 

 

 

 

 

Pork, lamb, gammon, ham, 

lean bacon, corned beef. 

  

 

 

Fish in breadcrumbs, 

shellfish. 

  

   

   

 

 

 

 

Sausages, luncheon meat, 

pate, salami, burgers, streaky 

bacon, meat pies, sausage 

rolls, scotch eggs, crackling. 

  

Fish in batter. Fish paste.  

  

 

Salted nuts. 

Dairy and 

alternatives 

Natural or Greek yoghurts. 1%, 

skimmed or semi skimmed milk 

and calcium enriched soya milk. 

Low fat cheese (e.g. spread, 

cottage cheese). Custard made 

with sweetener. 

Medium fat cheeses such as 

Edam, Camembert, Brie. 

Low fat crème fraiche.  

Full fat yoghurt. Whole milk. 

Cream. Hard cheese. 

Condensed milk. Ice-cream. 

Snack foods Plain popcorn, breadsticks, rice 

cakes, plain semi sweet biscuits 

e.g. Rich tea, digestive, hobnob, 

malted milk, arrowroot biscuits. 

Sugar free jelly or whip. Lentil or 

pea based crisps.  

Malt loaf. English muffins. 

Teacakes. Fruit loaf or 

bread.*   

Cream and chocolate biscuits. 

Fancy and iced cakes. 

Chocolate. Sweets. 

Marshmallows. Jam and honey. 

Crisps. Bombay mix.  Full sugar 

jelly.  

Fats and oils Butter, ghee, suet, coconut, 

palm oil. Fried foods.  

Unsaturated fats e.g. olive, rapeseed, vegetable, sunflower oils 

and spreads. 

Drinks Water, sugar-free squashes, tea, 

coffee, herbal teas.  

Diet fizzy drinks. Cocoa 

made with sweetener. No 

added sugar Yazoo, Crusha 

or Sweet Freedom shot. 

Cream soups, sugar containing 

squashes and fizzy drinks. 

Ovaltine and Horlicks.  



 

 

Diabetes UK- www.diabetes.org.uk or 0345 123 2399  

 

NHS Live Well—www.nhs.uk and select the ‘Live Well’ tab 

 

www.carbsandcals.com  This has a variety of books and/or apps including a carb and calorie 

counter, very low calorie recipes and meals, 5:2 diet and a world foods book. They have 

photographs of foods and the nutritional content of different portion sizes  

 

Myfitnesspal.com is a free app for phones and tablets to help in calculating carbohydrate 

intake and increase physical activity  

 

British Dietetic Association www.bda.uk.com  Food fact sheets and recipe ideas 
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If you have any queries about your diet, please contact us on 01926 600818,  

selecting option 3. 

  

Dietetic Department                        Dietetic Department 

George Eliot Hospital                      Warwick Hospital 

Nuneaton                                         Warwick 
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Equality Statement 

 
At South Warwickshire NHS Foundation Trust we are fully committed to equality and diversity, 

both as an employer and as a service provider. We have a policy statement in our Equality 

Strategy that clearly outlines our commitment to equality for service users, patients and staff:  

 

You and your family have the right to be treated fairly and be routinely involved in decisions  

about your treatment and care. You can expect to be treated with dignity and respect. You will  

not be discriminated against on any grounds including age, disability, gender reassignment,  

marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex or sexual  

orientation. 
 

You have a responsibility to treat other service users, patients and our staff with dignity and  

respect. 

 

Our information for patients can also be made available in other languages, Braille, audio tape, 

disc or in large print. 
 

PALS 
 

We offer a Patient Advice Liaison Service (PALS). This is a confidential service for families to 

help with any questions or concerns about local health services. 

You can contact the service by the direct telephone line on 01926 600 054 by email: 

Pals@swft.nhs.uk or by calling in person to the PALS Office which is located in the Lakin Road 

Entrance to the hospital. 
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