Warwickshire Dietetic Service

A Guide to Healthy Eating
for Vegetarians

This information can be used by anyone wishing to eat a healthy
vegetarian diet to help reduce the risk of developing diseases such as
obesity, heart disease, stroke, cancer and diabetes. This information can
be issued to patients by Dietitians, Doctors, Practice Nurses, District
Nurses, Community Nurses and Allied Healthcare Professionals.

What should I eat?
A vegetarian diet can be very healthy. Include a wide variety of foods
from each of the food groups shown, to ensure your body gets the
correct balance of nutrients.
Healthy eating is one part of a healthy lifestyle. Other aspects include
not smoking, drinking plenty of fluids, exercising regularly, keeping
alcohol within recommended guidelines and maintaining a healthy
weight.

A Guide to Healthy Eating for Vegetarians
The Eatwell Guide is suitable for anyone over the age of 5 years. It is not suitable for children
under 2, but they can be moved on to it between the ages of 2 and 5. Use the ‘Eatwell Guide’
on the previous page to ensure you have a balance of healthier and more sustainable food.
This includes:

eating plenty of fruit and vegetables; at least 5 portions a day

eating some potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates at each meal
especially the high fibre varieties

having small portions of beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins every day

choosing some dairy products each day

using unsaturated oils and spreads in small amounts

having small portions of foods and drinks high in fat and/or sugar very occasionally

eating food without adding too much salt

drinking at least 6—8 cups of fluid each day.
If you lose too much weight or find your condition difficult to control while following the advice in this
leaflet, ask your doctor to refer you to a Registered Dietitian for specialist advice.
Beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins
The body needs protein for growth and repair. Good vegetarian choices are:






Lentils, peas, beans, pulses (e.g. baked beans, chickpeas, black-eye beans).
Meat alternatives (e.g. ’meat style’ chicken pieces, fillets or mince).
Soya, Tofu (and foods made from these, e.g. soya desserts).
Seeds (e.g. sunflower, pumpkin, sesame).
Nuts (e.g. brazils, hazels, almonds, cashews).

These foods may be incorporated into dishes e.g. a stew, curry, stir fry or pasta meal. Aim to eat a
portion of these at least twice a day.
Dairy and alternatives
This group of foods is an important source of calcium, which is needed for healthy bones and teeth as
well as muscle and nerve function. Aim to have 2-3 portions a day. Good vegetarian choices are:






Milk, cheese, yoghurts and fromage frais.
Recipes using milk (e.g. milky puddings and sauces).
Alternatives to milk can also be used e.g. rice, soya or oat milk, but you will need to check they
have been fortified with calcium.
It is better to choose lower fat versions of these products e.g. semi-skimmed or 1% milk, cottage
cheese, reduced fat cheddar or quark cheese and low fat yoghurts.
Milk and dairy foods are also a source of protein.

Other sources of calcium include: bread, fortified cereals, spinach, watercress, kale, dried figs, beans,
pulses, nuts, seeds, soya products, tofu and tahini.
N.B. The calcium in non dairy sources will not be as well absorbed as milk and dairy sources.
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Fruit and Vegetables
These foods are a good source of vitamins, minerals and fibre. Aim for 5 a day and include as much
variety as possible:

Citrus fruits e.g. orange, grapefruit

Strawberries, blueberries and blackberries

Dried fruit

Tinned fruit in natural juice e.g. pears, peaches, fruit cocktail

Exotic fruit e.g. banana, mango and papaya

Salads e.g. with cucumber, lettuce, sweet corn, cherry tomatoes

Vegetables with meals e.g. carrots, green beans, cabbage, broccoli

Tinned vegetables with no added salt or sugar

Frozen fruits and vegetables.
Iron
Iron can be found in both animal and plant based foods however, the iron found in animal based
foods is more easily absorbed into our bodies. Some vegetarian sources of iron include:

Pulses

Fortified cereals and breads

Green leafy vegetables (e.g. broccoli, spinach, kale)

Seeds (e.g. Sesame seeds, sunflower seeds).

Nuts (e.g. cashews, pine nuts, almonds, hazelnuts).
Drinking tea and coffee with meals may reduce the amount of iron you absorb. Try to avoid these
drinks one hour before and one hour after your meals.
Vitamin C helps us absorb more iron from plant based foods. Having food or drink high in vitamin C
at mealtimes increases the amount of iron that is absorbed. For example:






Citrus fruit e.g. oranges, grapefruit
Fruit juice
Blackcurrants
Vegetables or salad
Cordials with added vitamin C

Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates
This group of foods is important in providing energy. It is useful to choose high fibre varieties which
have more health benefits. Carbohydrates provide some B vitamins and some products may also be
fortified with vitamins and minerals e.g. bread and breakfast cereals.
Good choices include:






Wholemeal, granary, high fibre white bread
Wholegrain breakfast cereals
Porridge and oat based cereals
Wholemeal products, e.g. pasta, crispbread, pitta bread
Other sources include: brown rice, noodles, couscous, cracked wheat, maize, polenta, potatoes,
plantain, yam, sweet potato, naan, chapattis.
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Oil and spreads
Try to choose monounsaturated or polyunsaturated oils and spreads. Use all oils and spreads in
moderation. Look for spreads containing the least saturated fat and most unsaturated. Examples
include:
Monounsaturated - Rapeseed and olive oil spreads such as Bertolli, Olive Gold, Carapelli, and
supermarket own brands.
Polyunsaturated - Sunflower oil and spreads, such as Flora, Vitalite and supermarket own brands.
Foods and drinks high in sugar
Sugary foods are not essential for health, so eat less often and in small amounts. Examples of
sugary foods are: biscuits, cakes, chocolate, sweet pastries, ice cream, sweets,
sugary drinks (including fruit juice), jam and marmalade.
Tips



Look out for honey, treacle, molasses, syrup, sucrose, maltose, invert sugar, fructose,
maltodextrin. These are all sugar.
Look at the nutritional information on labels for ‘Carbohydrates, of which sugars’.

Vitamin D
Our bodies make vitamin D from sunlight during the spring and summer. It is still important to include
foods that contain vitamin D, for example:






Most margarines
Fortified brands of soya milks, yogurts and desserts – check the label
Fortified breakfast cereals – check the label
Fortified yoghurts
Eggs.

Additional supplements may be needed for certain groups of people - discuss this with your doctor,
nurse or dietitian.
Vitamin B12
Plant based foods do not contain much vitamin B12. The following foods contain vitamin B12:






Eggs
Dairy foods
Fortified breakfast cereals
Fortified yeast extracts e.g. Marmite, Vegemite
Fortified soya protein.

General Tips
 A steamer or microwave is a good ways to cook vegetables, as they preserve the vitamin content.
 Do not soak vegetables, as the vitamins are lost.
 Fresh fruit and vegetables lose vitamins when stored, so buy new or use frozen supplies
 Experiment with different herbs and spices, and avoid added salt in cooking or at the table.
 Mix different vegetables in dishes to reach your 5 a day or daily target e.g. peppers in pasta bake,
or carrots in a stew.
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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.
Further useful information is available from:
The Vegetarian Society
Tel: 0161 925 2000
Parkdale
https://www.vegsoc.org
Dunham Road
Altrincham
Cheshire
WA14 4QG
If you have any queries about your diet, please contact us on 01926 600818, selecting option 3
Dietetic Department
George Eliot Hospital
Nuneaton
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