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“Diabetes – Everyday Eating” was co-written by Martin Hirst, based on nutritional 
information and calculations provided by dr Mabel blades (Consultant Freelance 

registered dietitian).

Mabel has a phd in diet and diabetes and is passionate about helping people to 
understand the benefits of healthy eating. she is the author of several books on 

nutrition.

Martin has several years of personal and professional experience of working with 
people with diabetes and he understands the difficulties that go along with the 

condition, including healthy eating.
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Introducing the IDDT Menu Plan

Iddt is frequently contacted by people who want advice about their diet. Very often, particularly just 
after diagnosis, people feel confused about the advice they are given on healthy eating. they feel 
insecure about what they are eating and how this may affect their diabetes or they simply do not have 
enough information about diet. these feelings may hold equally true for family members who will also 
have a role in the changes to diet that the household may have to make.

Very often, people are told that they need to eat healthily, lose weight and to stay away from sugary and 
fatty foods. While this advice is not bad advice it can leave people without the information they need 
during a stressful time. as one gentleman said “I want to be told what I can eat – not what I can’t”.

For these reasons Iddt produced this Menu plan to give people ideas about what they can eat and it will 
be useful to anyone who has been newly diagnosed or who has had a member of the family diagnosed. It 
has been updated to take into account recent recommendations and is based on the principles of healthy 
eating and could help with weight loss. 

However, it also provides an introduction to counting carbohydrates and is a stepping stone to learning 
more about diet and diabetes.

Key updates:
•	 The	eatwell	guide	replaces	the	eatwell	plate.
•	 Consumption	of	free	or	added	sugars	should	be	no	more	than	5%	a	day,	so	soft	drinks	high	in	sugar	

are not advised in any age group.
•	 Fruit	juices,	juice	drinks	and	smoothies	are	not	advised	in	portions	of	more	than	150ml	per	day	in	total.	
•	 More	fibre	is	advised.	
•	 It	is	preferable	to	eat	fruit	whole	rather	than	as	juice	as	the	fibre	is	removed	in	juice	and	sugar	is	

released from the fruit.

The menu plan is not intended to be a substitute for an individual diet plan prepared by a dietitian 
or health professional.

How to Use the Menu Plan

•	 The	menu	plan	has	been	designed	with	several	things	in	mind.	It	is	based	around	everyday	foods	
and should not be expensive to follow. It is based on the principles of healthy eating and as such is 
nutritionally balanced.

•	 The	menu	plan	gives	a	breakdown	of	the	calorie	content,	as	well	as	the	amount	of	fat,	saturated	fat,	
salt and carbohydrate contained in each meal, so that if you are interested in learning to count your 
carbohydrate intake and monitor or lose weight you can do so. there is more information about 
counting carbohydrates towards the end of the menu plan.

•	 It	is	structured	to	show	three	meals	a	day	for	four	weeks.	The	meals	are	designed	to	be	
interchangeable, so if there is one that you don’t fancy it can simply be swapped for one from a 
different day with a similar nutritional value. again there is more information about exchanges 
towards the end of the plan.

•	 There	are	ideas	for	vegetarian	and	vegan	meals.	Gluten	free	meals	are	presented	on	the	Wednesday	
of each week. the menu is designed to help you make meal choices with confidence and to give you 
ideas to try out. Week 4 has some great, innovative ideas which may be useful to try for a change. We 
all like a treat or get hungry between meals so there is also information about snacks, eating out and 
takeaways.
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The term ‘nutrient groups’ refers to a method of classifying foods that are eaten on an everyday basis, 
according to their different nutritional properties. There are five basic food groups: 

Carbohydrates are sugars and starches and give you energy. sugars are found in cakes, confectionary and 
puddings where it has been added. sugars are also found naturally in foods such as milk and fruit. If fruit is 
processed the sugar is released. starchy carbohydrates are found in bread, potatoes, rice, pasta, cereals and 
sugars. 

eating carbohydrates directly affects the amount of glucose in the blood. some carbohydrates are absorbed 
quickly and will cause a rapid rise in blood sugar levels, whereas other carbohydrates, such as granary bread 
or porridge, will cause a more gradual and sustained rise in blood sugar levels.

Fibre helps your body to digest food. It is found in various foods including wholegrain cereals, bread, fruit 
and vegetables, especially pulses such as lentils, peas and beans.

Proteins help children’s bodies to grow and adult bodies to repair themselves. they are found in foods such 
as meat, poultry, fish, dairy products, eggs and beans. Older people need plenty of protein each day.

Fats provide energy. they are found in foods such as fatty red meats, full fat dairy products and items 
containing cooking oil, butter and spreads. ready meals, cakes and pastries also often contain fats. It is 
advised that we eat more unsaturated fats from plant sources, such as rapeseed or olive oil.

Vitamins and Minerals are needed to keep your body healthy. Vitamins and minerals are found in a wide 
variety of foods. For example, vitamin C is found in citrus fruits and calcium is found in milk. Vitamin d is 
important	as	it	aids	calcium	absorption,	so	it	is	advised	that	people	over	65	years	and	those	who	do	not	have	
sufficient sun exposure, should take a supplement.

Low carbohydrate diets
the present dietary guidelines of high carbohydrate /low fat were introduced in 1983 by the uK government. Iddt 
fully understands their introduction aimed to reduce coronary heart disease (CHd) by reducing fat intake and 
increasing the carbohydrates to replace the fats. However, these recommendations were not based on evidence 
from research and there is now a move towards low carbohydrate diets for people with both type 1 and type 2 
diabetes. 

If more carbohydrates are consumed than needed for the energy used, then the excess carbohydrates will increase 
weight in the general population and in people with diabetes. 

•	 In	people	with	Type	1	diabetes	this	results	in	the	need	for	higher	insulin	doses	(which	also	increases	weight)	and	
a greater risk of hypoglycaemia. Many people with type 1 diabetes now either restrict carbohydrates or use a low 
carbohydrate diet which has resulted in better blood glucose control. 

•	 In	people	with	Type	2	diabetes,	greater	weight	means	more	medication	is	necessary.	Many	experts	now	favour	a	
low carbohydrate diet or a restriction of carbohydrates by cutting back on sugar and starch and replacing it with 
non-starchy green vegetables and with some fatty foods, such as cheese, full fat unsweetened yoghurt along 
with protein. this cuts down the amount of medication and therefore reduces the risks of adverse effects.

Low carbohydrate diets are considered as those supplying up to 130g carbohydrate and moderate carbohydrate 
diets up to 230g carbohydrate and people can choose appropriate diets for themselves from the menus.

this advice for lower amounts of carbohydrate in the diet fits in well with the recommendations to limit added 
sugars	of	free	sugars	to	less	5%	of	energy	intake	per	person	which	in	practice	amounts	to	about	30g	of	sugar	per	
day.	A	teaspoon	of	sugar	is	approximately	4-5g	so	it	gives	an	idea	of	quantities	as	does	reading	the	information	on	
sugar on food and drink labels.

Important note: if you wish to consider using a restricted or low carbohydrate diet and you are taking insulin or 
medication, we would advise that you discuss this with your diabetes nurse and/or doctor because it could mean a 
reduction in your insulin or medication doses.

It may also be sensible to change slowly to a lower carbohydrate diet so that you can adjust both  
your appetite and medication.
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The portion sizes of any meal will vary from person to person, depending on lifestyle, but the 
following guidelines may be helpful:

Starchy carbohydrates
Most	people	will	eat	5-10	portions	a	day.	Where	
possible, you should try to choose unrefined 
carbohydrates such as brown rice, brown pasta, 
wholegrain bread or wholegrain breakfast cereals as 
these will provide extra fibre. any of the items below 
are regarded as one portion and each portion will 
provide	around	15g	carbohydrate:
•	 1	medium	slice	of	bread	or	toast,	preferably	

granary or wholemeal. 
•	 4	tablespoons	of	breakfast	cereal.
•	 2	tablespoons	of	muesli.
•	 Half	a	pitta	bread	or	chapatti.
•	 2	boiled	or	baked	potatoes,	each	the	size	of	a	

small egg.
•	 1	tablespoon	of	cooked	rice	or	pasta.

Fruit and vegetables
All	of	us	are	advised	to	eat	5-9	portions	of	
fruit and vegetables a day. Ideally these 
should	be	fresh	or	frozen	but	tinned	fruit	
or vegetables can be used for convenience. 
these foods are mainly low in fat (apart 
from avocados and olives), are full of 
vitamins and minerals, fibre and also 
antioxidants, which have an important 
protective effect on the body. this 
protective effect is particularly important 
for people with diabetes. a single portion 
of fruit or vegetables is any of the items 
below:
•	 A	medium	apple,	orange,	peach,	pear	or	

other fresh fruit.
•	 A	small	banana.
•	 A	handful	of	grapes	or	cherries.
•	 1	tablespoon	of	dried	fruit.
•	 3	tablespoons	of	tinned	fruit	in	juice.
•	 3	dates	or	prunes.
•	 2-4	tablespoons	of	full	vegetables.
•	 A	bowl	of	side	salad.

Proteins
Most people will eat 2-3 portions per day depending 
on their activities. try to reduce the fat content 
of some foods, for example by choosing lean red 
meat and taking the skin off chicken. two portions 
of fish a week is recommended as part of a healthy 
diet. at least one of these portions of fish should be 
oily fish. try to eat more vegetable proteins such as 
peas, beans and lentils. any of the items below are 
regarded	as	one	portion	of	protein:
•	 75-100g	(3-4oz)	of	uncooked	red	meat,	chicken,	

oily fish or offal.
•	 100-125g	(4-5oz)	of	white	fish	or	oily	fish	without	

batter or breadcrumbs.
•	 2	eggs.
•	 4	tablespoons	of	pulses	like	lentils,	chickpeas	etc.

Fatty and sugary foods 
these are best avoided but try and limit 
them to 4 portions a day. the sugary 
carbohydrate portions all provide 
approximately	15g	carbohydrate,	which	
is the same as a slice of bread. similarly, 
2 teaspoons (tsp) of butter will provide 
around 90 calories, the same amount as 
2 apples, which would be more filling. 
Low calorie sweeteners can be used as an 
alternative to sugar. Low sugar drinks,  
jams and jellies are also good choices.  
A	portion	is:
•	 1	scoop	or	small	block	ice	cream.
•	 1	mini	chocolate	bar.
•	 3	tsp	sugar,	jam	or	marmalade.
•	 2	tsp	margarine,	spread	or	butter.	
•	 2	tsp	mayonnaise.
•	 Small	packet	of	crisps.

Milk and dairy products
You should try to eat 2-3 portions of milk and dairy 
products a day. Where possible you should try to use 
the low fat varieties like skimmed or semi-skimmed 
milk	and	low	fat	cheeses.	A	single	portion	is:
•	 200ml	of	milk,	including	soya	milk.
•	 A	small	pot	of	plain,	low	fat	or	diet	yoghurt	or	

soya desert.
•	 A	matchbox	size	piece	of	cheese.
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Some Points to bear in mind

Enjoy your food

It is important that you enjoy the food you eat. If 
you try to eat food that you don’t like then you will 
find it difficult to sustain a regular eating pattern 
that suits you and helps you manage your diabetes. 
Often when people try to adopt a diet that they 
don’t like, they give up out of frustration - so try to 
eat healthily but eat foods that you like and allow 
yourself the occasional treat.

Try to eat three regular meals a day 

eating three meals a day at regular times will help 
you to keep your blood sugar levels in the correct 
range and help you to avoid highs and lows.

don’t be tempted to skip breakfast as it helps to 
kick-start your metabolism and will make you feel 
more alert. If you are not in the habit of eating 
breakfast then the menu has lots of different ideas 
for breakfast that you may find tempting, which 
may be helpful as a first step to having breakfast.

Try to drink at least 2 litres of fluid per day

drinking enough fluid is essential for all body 
functions. Fluids can come from a variety of 
sources, including tea and coffee but alcoholic and 
heavily caffeinated drinks don’t count towards your 
2 litres a day.

avoid adding sugar to tea and coffee, low calorie 
sweeteners can be used instead and choose sugar 
free soft drinks.

some people mistake feeling hungry for being 
thirsty, so be wary of this. also, if your blood sugar 
levels are running high, it is likely that you will feel 
thirsty but avoid quenching your thirst with sugary 
drinks or fruit juices as this will raise your blood 
sugars even more.

Avoid extra fat, sugar and salt

use low fat cooking methods. try to grill, bake, dry 
roast, dry fat fry, microwave, braise and casserole 
your food. Cutting down on fat can help with 
weight loss.

If you are using oil for cooking, try to use oils 
that are low in saturated fats, such as olive oil or 
rapeseed oil. avoid using butter, lard or ordinary 
margarine as these are high in saturated fats, which 
raise cholesterol levels and increase the risk of 
heart disease.  

avoid adding extra sugar to items like drinks and 
cereals. Low calorie  sweeteners can be used as an 
alternative if required. If you are eating tinned fruit 
make sure it is in juice – not syrup.  

salt intake should be limited to 6g per day. adding 
extra salt to food can lead to raised blood pressure, 
so you should not to add salt to food but try using 
herbs and spices for flavour instead. You should 
also	try	to	avoid	salty	snacks	like	crisps,	pretzels,	
bombay mix and salted nuts. 

The following menus have been analysed using 
information from the UK National Data Bank 
and information on typical medium portion 
sizes. The values given are typical values but can 
vary according to products used and if larger or 
smaller portion sizes are used. 

It is also assumed that 300ml of semi skimmed 
will be taken in teas and coffees which provide 
138kcal, 15g carbohydrate and 5g fat.

there is a variation in the nutritional content of the 
meals so that readers can choose items that suit 
their lifestyle. 
•	 Salt	content	varies	in	the	meals	so	if	you	have	

a high salt meal, it is sensible to balance it with 
lower salt meals during that day.

•	 If	you	are	taking	statins,	you	should	not	eat	
grapefruit or drink grapefruit juice but replace 
with a different fruit.

•	 While	the	menus	do	include	fruit	juice	in	a	
maximum	of	150ml	portions,	it	is	better	to	have	
the whole fruit.
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Snacks

snacks are useful between meals not only to stave off hunger but also to maintain blood sugar levels. 
Some	ideas	for	snacks	are:

Food
Calorie Content  

(kcal)
Carbohydrate 

Value (g)

80-100g fresh fruit 40-70 10-15

80g strips of carrot or celery 20 0-5

1 medium slice of bread 75 15

2 plain crackers 95 10

80g tinned sweetcorn 90 20

20g plain popcorn 120 20

2 plain rice cakes 60 15

2 crispbreads 36 10

2 rich tea biscuits 60 10

1 fig roll 80 15

2 digestive biscuits 140 20

2 ginger biscuits 90 15

2 oat cakes 80 10

1 scoop of ice cream 70 10

small pot low-fat yoghurt or fromage frais 70-100 10

Cup of lentil or vegetable soup 30-70 10-15
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Losing Weight

For people with type 2 diabetes one of the first things they are advised to do is to lose weight.  
there are several reasons for this. 

Just	a	10%	reduction	in	your	body	weight	will	increase	the	likelihood	that:

•	 Your	blood	glucose	levels	will	drop	and	you	will	need	less	or	no	medication	as	a	result.
•	 Your	blood	pressure	will	reduce.
•	 Your	cholesterol	levels	will	fall.

In theory, losing weight is easy. If you eat fewer calories than you use up, then you will lose weight. On 
average,	a	woman	needs	2000	calories	per	day	and	a	man	2500	calories	a	day.	If	you	reduce	your	calorie	
intake	by	500	calories	a	day	then	you	should	lose	around	half	a	kilo	(about	a	pound)	a	week.	You	will	lose	
more energy if you take extra exercise, such as walking, gardening, swimming, housework or cleaning the 
car. all of the menus have been calorie counted so that you can choose meals that suit your needs.

unfortunately, in reality losing weight is not easy and keeping the weight off is harder still. there are 
several things you can do to help you lose weight and these involve some simple lifestyle changes. 
You can try and make these changes one at a time, at your own pace so that you can feel that you have 
mastered each change before moving on to the next.

below are some tips as to how you can change your eating habits so that you can lose 
excess	weight:

•	 Eat	more	slowly	to	make	the	meal	last.
•	 Try	eating	from	a	smaller	plate	–	it	makes	it	look	as	if	you	have	more	food.
•	 Fill	your	plate	with	vegetables	or	salad.
•	 Try	to	cook	tasty	low-calorie	foods	that	can	be	shared	by	the	rest	of	the	household	–	that	

way you won’t feel so left out.
•	 Don’t	feel	you	have	to	clean	your	plate	–	stop	eating	when	you	have	had	enough.
•	 Set	realistic	targets	for	losing	weight	–	don’t	set	yourself	up	to	fail	by	being	over-ambitious.
•	 Allow	yourself	the	occasional	treat	to	avoid	getting	bored	or	frustrated	with	your	diet.
•	 Be	wary	of	the	hidden	calories	in	things	like	salad	dressing	and	sauces.
•	 Make	a	shopping	list	before	going	to	the	supermarket	and	stick	strictly	to	the	list.
•	 Never	go	shopping	for	food	when	you	are	hungry.
•	 Avoid	extra	alcohol.
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Food for when you are ill

For many of us, it is very common to lose our appetite if we are unwell. If you have diabetes as well, then 
this poses additional problems. any illness can affect your blood sugar levels so it is important to test 
more frequently and to get in touch with a medical professional if you are worried.

It is very important that you keep drinking enough liquid. Very often people don’t enjoy their usual 
drinks,	so	low	calorie	hot	chocolate	and	malted	milk	drinks	may	be	tempting.	Fizzy,	sugar	free	drinks,	
such as sugar free lemonade, will moisturise the mouth and will make it feel clean. Fruit juice diluted with 
carbonated water will also have a similar effect.

It is also important that you keep eating and the secret is eating little and often. all the items below are 
included	in	the	menu	plan:
•	 Plain	toast	or	biscuits	may	help	if	you	are	feeling	nauseous.
•	 Comfort	foods	are	easy	to	eat	and	may	be	appealing.	Foods	like	porridge,	soups,	shepherds	pie,	

mashed potatoes, fish or eggs in various ways on toast may be tempting if you are ill.
•	 Desserts	like	ice	cream,	tinned	fruit	in	juice,	low	sugar	custards,	yoghurts,	jellies	and	fromage	frais	are	

all also easy to eat.

Eating on a budget

Many of us like to keep our food shopping bill as low as possible, especially those of us on low incomes. 
Here	are	a	few	ideas	about	buying	a	well	balanced	diet	on	a	budget:	
•	 Try	to	buy	fruit	and	vegetables	in	season,	as	they	tend	to	be	less	expensive.	If	you	grow	your	own	try	to	
freeze	some	for	later.	Frozen	vegetables	are	a	useful	and	economical	standby.

•	 Porridge	oats	are	a	very	inexpensive	breakfast	and	can	also	be	used	in	other	dishes.
•	 Rapeseed	oil	tends	to	be	inexpensive	-	just	use	it	sparingly.
•	 Lentils	can	be	added	to	meat	in	dishes	like	lasagnes,	shepherds	pies	and	savoury	mince	so	less	 

meat is needed.
•	 Vegetables	such	as	carrots	or	tinned	sweetcorn	can	be	added	to	casseroles	and	meat	dishes	to	
increase	the	size	of	the	dish	–	they	also	contribute	to	your	5	a	day.

•	 When	you	cook	a	dish	like	a	curry	or	casserole	make	a	portion	to	freeze,	then	when	you	do	not	feel	like	
cooking you are not tempted by takeaways or a rush to the supermarket.

•	 If	you	are	cooking	foods	like	rice	and	pasta,	it	is	very	easy	to	cook	more	than	you	need.	 
Measure out the amounts you need before you cook it to avoid leftover waste.

•	 Use	more	economy	ingredients	like	tinned	fruits	and	vegetables.
•	 Plan	your	meals	and	use	a	shopping	list.
•	 Make	your	own	packed	lunch.
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Eating Out and Takeaways

If you are eating out or choosing a takeaway, managing your diet is not as difficult as it may first seem. If 
you are choosing food from a menu then simply try to choose foods that are low in fat and where you can 
try to gauge the carbohydrate content.

If you are tempted by fast foods, try not to “go large” with the meal and ask for extra salad or vegetables, 
rather than fries, and choose a low sugar drink.

If	you	eating	in	an	Italian	restaurant,	you	can	choose	healthier	options	in	several	ways.	If	you	like	pizza,	
then choose one with a thin base rather than thick crust or cheese-filled types. When you are eating pasta 
then choose one with a tomato sauce instead of one that is creamy. You can also eat lots of salad. 

Indian food can be very healthy provided you avoid the fried dishes like samosas, bhajees, fried rice and 
battered food. Curries like Kormas are also high in fat. It can be easy to eat large amounts of carbohydrate 
in the form of popadums and chutneys, followed by a large portion of rice with curry and potato side 
dishes as well as naan or paratha breads.

If you are having poppadoms, choose yoghurt based dips like raita rather than large helpings of pickles 
and chutneys. If you are at home, cook them in a microwave rather than fry them. Choose boiled rather 
than fried rice and enjoy dishes like phalls, boonhas, tandooris, tomato based curries and biryanis. You can 
also ask that no extra oil or ghee to be added to the meal before service. Chicken, fish or vegetable dishes 
are likely to be lower in fat than lamb and chapatis are also a better choice than paratha or naan breads.

Chinese dishes like stir fries, curries, chow mein and  dishes are a better choice than sweet and sour 
chicken or pork, which is coated in batter and deep fried. again choose boiled rice rather than egg fried 
rice or noodles. also try to avoid dishes containing nuts, like chicken with cashews. 

thai food is becoming increasingly popular. Choose red or green thai curry dishes, kebabs and steamed 
vegetables rather than creamy coconut based sauces.

When you are travelling, try to keep snacks like fruit, biscuits and sugar-free drink in the car with you. this 
will help you to avoid pulling over and buying the sweets and chocolate sold at service stations. If you do 
have to stop for food, try to choose a sandwich and check the nutritional information on the label.
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