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Diabetic - Making Healthy Food Choices 

From American Diabetes Association (www.diabetes.org) 

Knowing what to eat can be confusing. Everywhere you turn, there is news about what is or isn't good 
for you. Some basic principles have weathered the fad diets, and have stood the test of time. Here are a 
few tips on making healthful food choices for you and your entire family. 

• Eat lots of vegetables and fruits. Try picking from the rainbow of colors available to maximize 
variety. Eat non-starchy vegetables such as spinach, carrots, broccoli or green beans with meals.  

• Choose whole grain foods over processed grain products. Try brown rice with your stir fry or whole 
wheat spaghetti with your favorite pasta sauce.  

• Include dried beans (like kidney or pinto beans) and lentils into your meals.  
• Include fish in your meals 2-3 times a week.  
• Choose lean meats like cuts of beef and pork that end in "loin" such as pork loin and sirloin. 

Remove the skin from chicken and turkey.  
• Choose non-fat dairy such as skim milk, non-fat yogurt and non-fat cheese.  
• Choose water and calorie-free "diet" drinks instead of regular soda, fruit punch, sweet tea and other 

sugar-sweetened drinks.  
• Choose liquid oils for cooking instead of solid fats that can be high in saturated and trans fats. 

Remember that fats are high in calories. If you're trying to lose weight, watch your portion sizes of 
added fats.  

• Cut back on high calorie snack foods and desserts like chips, cookies, cakes, and full-fat ice cream.  
• Eating too much of even healthful foods can lead to weight gain. Watch your portion sizes.  

Want more information on foods that are healthier, or how to establish a plan for eating healthy foods? 
Let the American Diabetes Association help point you in the right direction. 

Diabetes Meal Plans & A Healthy Diet 
Whether you need to lose weight, gain weight, or stay where you are, your meal plan can help. A 
healthy diet is a way of eating that that reduces risk for complications such as heart disease and stroke. 

Eating Out 
Over 60% of meals are eaten away from hom. Don't let dining out sabotage your diabetes 
management..   

Create Your Plate 
A fun way to make sure you eat a variety of healthy foods at each meal. 

Holiday Meal Planning 
The holidays can be a tough time for families, especially families dealing with diabetes. But there's no 
reason you can't take it all in stride. With a little preparation and some diabetes know-how under your 
belt, you'll be ready to face any holiday head-on. 

Diabetes Meal Plans & A Healthy Diet 

What is a diabetes meal plan? 
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A diabetes meal plan is a guide that tells you how much and what kinds of food you can choose to eat 
at meals and snack times. A good meal plan should fit in with your schedule and eating habits. The 
right meal plan will help you improve your blood glucose, blood pressure, and cholesterol numbers 
and also help keep your weight on track. Whether you need to lose weight or stay where you are, your 
meal plan can help. 

People with diabetes have to take extra care to make sure that their food is balanced with insulin and 
oral medications, and exercise to help manage their blood glucose levels. 

This might sound like a lot of work, but your doctor and/or dietitian can help you create a meal plan 
that is best for you. When you make healthy food choices, you will improve your overall health and 
you can even prevent complications such as heart disease and some cancers. 

There are many ways to help you follow your diabetes meal plan. Some ways are following the Food 
Guide Pyramid, Creating your Plate, and Carbohydrate Counting. They are all different but hopefully 
one is right for you. 

What is a healthy diet? 

A healthy diet is a way of eating that that reduces risk for complications such as heart disease and 
stroke. Healthy eating includes eating a wide variety of foods including vegetables, whole grains, 
fruits, non-fat dairy products, beans, and lean meats, poultry and fish. There is no one perfect food so 
including a variety of different foods and watching portion sizes is key to a healthy diet. Also, make 
sure your choices from each food group provide the highest quality nutrients you can find. In other 
words, pick foods rich in vitamins, minerals and fiber over those that are processed. 

People with diabetes can eat the same foods the family enjoys. Everyone benefits from healthy eating 
so the whole family can take part in healthy eating. It takes some planning but you can fit your favorite 
foods into your meal plan and still manage your blood glucose, blood pressure and cholesterol. 

Your Guide To Eating Out 
Whether it's a business meeting over lunch, dinner from a neighborhood 
carry out, or a fast-food meal with the kids, eating out is a part of our lives. 
We eat out because it's easy, it's quick, and it's fun. But is it healthy? 

It can be. Plan ahead, choose wisely, and you'll find foods that fit into your 
meal plan. Many restaurants are trying to meet diners' health needs. You 
want healthy foods because you have diabetes -- and you're not alone. 
More and more people want healthy food choices. Some are watching 
calories. Others want to keep their cholesterol under control or eat less fat. 

Some restaurants offer foods lower in cholesterol, fat, and sodium, and 
higher in fiber. All restaurants offer low calorie sweeteners in the blue, yellow or pink packets, and diet 
drinks. Many offer reduced-calorie salad dressings, low-fat or fat-free milk, and salt substitutes. It's 
easy to find salads, fish, vegetables, baked or broiled food, and whole-grain breads. 
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Many restaurants have menu items that are "heart healthy." Ask for calorie and fat information on 
menu items. If you ask, chefs will often make low-fat entrees using low-cholesterol eggs or lean cuts 
of meat. You can ask for: skinless chicken, no butter on a particular dish, broiled instead of fried, and 
your sauces to be served on the side. There are some restaurants that let you order smaller portions at 
lower prices. 

Table Tips 
Not everyone with diabetes has the same meal plan or the same nutrition goals. 
For some, cutting calories is most important. Others may need to limit fat and 
salt, and eat more foods high in fiber. Work with your health care team to 
identify your own goals. Ask about eating out. If you're planning a special 
occasion, ask about adding some special food items.  

If you eat out a lot, find ways to follow your meal plan as much as possible. 
Pick a restaurant with a variety of choices to increase your chances of finding 
the foods you want. 

When you eat out, order only what you need and want. Know how to make changes in your meal plan 
in case the restaurant doesn't have just what you want.  

Here's how to order. 

• If you don't know what's in a dish or don't know the serving size, ask.  
• Try to eat the same portion as you would at home. If the serving size is larger, share some with your 

dining partner, or put the extra food in a container to go.  
• Eat slowly.  
• Ask for fish or meat broiled with no extra butter.  
• Order your baked potato plain, then top it with a teaspoon of margarine or low-calorie sour cream, 

and/or vegetables from the salad bar. 
• If you are on a low-salt meal plan, ask that no salt be added to your food.  
• Ask for sauces, gravy and salad dressings "on the side." Try dipping your fork tines in the salad 

dressing, then spear a piece of lettuce. Or add a teaspoon of dressing at a time to your salad. You'll 
use less this way.  

• Order foods that are not breaded or fried because they add fat. If the food comes breaded, peel off 
the outer coating.  

• Read the menu creatively. Order a fruit cup for an appetizer or the breakfast melon for dessert. 
Instead of a dinner entree, combine a salad with a low-fat appetizer.  

• Ask for substitutions. Instead of French fries, request a double order of a vegetable. If you can't get 
a substitute, just ask that the high-fat food be left off your plate.  

• Ask for low-calorie items, such as salad dressings, even if they're not on the menu. Vinegar and a 
dash of oil or a squeeze of lemon are a better choice than high-fat dressings.  

• Limit alcohol, which adds calories but no nutrition to your meal.  

Some restaurants will better meet your special needs if you phone ahead. When you make the 
reservation, ask if your food can be prepared with vegetable oil, low-fat margarine, little salt, no extra 
sauce or butter, and broiled instead of fried. Or ask to see a copy of the menu in advance so that you 
know which items would work well with your meal plan. 
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If you like the healthy choices on a restaurant's menu, let the manager know. If you want more low-
calorie, low-cholesterol choices, say so. Restaurants, like any business, offer what their customers 
want. They only know what you want if you tell them. 

Dining On Time 
If you take diabetes pills or insulin shots, it pays to think about when 
you'll eat as well as what you'll eat. You can avoid problems by planning 
ahead.  

• If you're eating out with others, ask them to eat at your usual 
time.  
• Make your plans so you won't be kept waiting for a table when 
you need to be eating.  
• Have your reservations and be on time. Avoid the times when the 
restaurant is busiest so you won't have to wait.  

• Ask whether "special" dishes will take extra time.  
• If your lunch or dinner is going to be later than usual, eat a fruit or starch serving from that meal at 

your usual mealtime.  
• If the dinner will be very late, you can eat your bedtime snack at your usual dinner time. Then, eat 

your full dinner at the later hour. You may need to adjust your insulin to do this.  

The Fast-Food Challenge 

Believe it or not, you can make healthy fast-food choices. How? Know 
exactly what you are ordering and plan ahead. 

Keep the ground rules of good nutrition in mind. Eat a variety of foods in 
moderate amounts, limit the amount of fat you eat, and watch the amount 
of salt in food. Follow the guidelines you've worked out with your 
dietitian or doctor.  

What you order is the key. It's easy to eat an entire day's worth of fat, salt, 
and calories in just one fast-food meal. But it's also possible to make wise 

choices and eat a fairly healthy meal.  

Here are some tips to help you choose well. 

• Know that an average fast-food meal can run as high as 1000 calories or more, and raise your blood 
sugar above your target range.  

• Know the nutritional value of the foods you order. Although there are some good choices, most 
fast-food items are high in fat and calories.  

• If you're having fast-food for one meal, let your other meals that day contain healthier foods, like 
fruits and vegetables.  

• Think about how your food will be cooked. Chicken and fish can be good choices - but not if they 
are breaded and deep fried.  
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If breakfast is your fast-food meal, choose a plain bagel, toast, or English muffin. Other muffins may 
be loaded with sugar and fat. Add fruit juice or low-fat or fat-free milk. Order cold cereal with fat-free 
milk, pancakes without butter, or plain scrambled eggs. Limit bacon and sausage because they are high 
in fat. 

Your order, please? 

The fast food we eat may stick around a lot longer than we'd like. It may 
linger in our bodies as excess blood fats and extra pounds.  

• Watch out for words like jumbo, giant, deluxe, biggie-sized or 
super-sized. Larger portions mean more calories. They also mean more 
fat, cholesterol and salt. Order a regular or junior-sized sandwich instead.  
• Choose grilled or broiled sandwiches with meats such as lean 
roast beef, turkey or chicken breast, or lean ham. Order items plain, 
without toppings, rich sauces, or mayonnaise. Add flavor with mustard, 
and crunch with lettuce, tomato, and onion.  

• Skip the croissant or biscuit. Eat your sandwich on a bun, bread or English muffin and save calories 
and fat.  

• Stay away from double burgers or "super" hot dogs with cheese, chili, or sauces. Cheese carries an 
extra 100 calories per ounce, as well as added fat and sodium.  

• Go for the salad bar, but watch out for high-fat toppings like dressings, bacon bits, cheeses, and 
croutons. Even too much low-calorie dressing can add up. Check the calories on the packet. Also 
limit salad bar items that are dressed with a lot of mayo, such as potato or macaroni salad. Fill your 
salad with things like carrots, peppers, onion, celery, broccoli, cauliflower, spinach, and etc.  

• Order bean burritos, soft tacos, fajitas, and other non-fried items when eating Mexican fast foods. 
Choose chicken over beef. Limit refried beans. Or ask if they have beans that aren't refried. Pile on 
extra lettuce, tomatoes, and salsa. Go easy on cheese, sour cream, and guacamole. Watch out for 
deep-fried taco salad shells - a taco salad can have more than 1,000 calories!  

• Pizza can be a good fast food choice. Go for thin crust pizza with vegetable toppings. Limit to 1-2 
slices. Meat and extra cheese add calories, fat and sodium.  

• End your meal with sugar-free, fat-free frozen yogurt or a small cone of fat-free yogurt. Better still, 
bring a piece of fresh fruit from home. Ices, sorbets, and sherbets have less fat and fewer calories 
than ice cream. But they are chock full of sugar. They can send your blood sugar too high if you 
don't work the extra carbohydrate into your meal plan.  

• Be alert for traps. Fat-free muffins for breakfast may have plenty of sugar. Skinless fried chicken 
can have almost as much fat as the regular kind. Chinese food may seem like a healthy choice, but 
many dishes are deep fried or high in fat and sodium, especially in the sauces.  

Eating out can be one of life's great pleasures. Make the right choices, ask for what you need, and 
balance your meals out with healthy meals at home. You can enjoy yourself and take good care of your 
diabetes at the same time. 

Create Your Plate 

Often, when people are diagnosed with diabetes, they don’t know where to begin. One way is to 
change the amount of food you are already eating. Focus on filling your plate with non-starchy 
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vegetables and having smaller portions of starchy foods and meats. Creating your plate is an easy way 
to get started with managing blood glucose levels. 

You don’t need any special tools or have to do any counting. It’s simple and effective — draw an 
imaginary line on your plate, select your foods, and enjoy your meal! You may have heard of this as 
the “Plate Method.” Once you’ve changed your portion sizes, you can work on making healthier food 
choices from each food group. 

The easiest way to get started with managing your diabetes is to create your plate.  
It’s simple and effective for both managing diabetes and losing weight. Creating your plate let’s you 
still choose the foods you want, but changes the portion sizes so you are getting larger portions of non-
starchy vegetables and a smaller portion of starchy foods. When you are ready, you can try new foods 
within each food category.  

Try these 6 simple steps to get started: 

1. Using your dinner plate, put a line down the middle of the plate. 

2. Then on one side, cut it again so you will have 3 sections on your plate.  

3. Fill the largest section with non-starchy vegetables such as: 

• spinach, carrots, lettuce, greens, cabbage, bok choy  
• green beans, broccoli, cauliflower, tomatoes,  
• vegetable juice, salsa, onion, cucumber, beets, okra,  
• mushrooms, peppers, turnip  

4. Now in one of the small sections, put starchy foods such as: 

• whole grain breads, such as whole wheat or rye  
• whole grain, high-fiber cereal  
• cooked cereal such as oatmeal, grits, hominy, or cream of wheat  
• rice, pasta, dal, tortillas  
• cooked beans and peas, such as pinto beans or black-eyed peas 
• potatoes, green peas, corn, lima beans, sweet potatoes, winter squash  
• low-fat crackers and snack chips, pretzels, and fat-free popcorn  

5. And then on the other small section, put your meat or meat substitutes such as: 

• chicken or turkey without the skin  
• fish such as tuna, salmon, cod, or catfish  
• other seafood such as shrimp, clams, oysters, crab, or mussels  
• lean cuts of beef and pork such as sirloin or pork loin  
• tofu, eggs, low-fat cheese 

6. Add an 8 oz glass of non-fat or low-fat milk. If you don’t drink milk, you can add another small 
serving of carb such as a 6 oz. container of light yogurt or a small roll. 
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7. And a piece of fruit or a 1/2 cup fruit salad and you have your meal planned. Examples are fresh, 
frozen, or canned in juice or frozen in light syrup or fresh fruit. 

Breakfast 
Your plate will look different at breakfast but the idea is the same. If you use a plate or bowl for 
breakfast, keep your portions small. Use half your plate for starchy foods. You can add fruit in the 
small part and a meat or meat substitute in the other. 

Holiday Meal Planning 

The holidays can be a tough time for families, especially families dealing with diabetes. But there's no 
reason you can't take it all in stride. With a little preparation and some diabetes know-how under your 
belt, you'll be ready to face any holiday head-on. 

Check out our quick guide to surviving the holidays and you're on your way! 

Holiday Preparation 

The most important thing about managing diabetes during any holiday season is to plan ahead. The 
more you know about what's going to happen, the better you can plan for good diabetes care. Let's look 
at a few specifics. 

Schedules 

What does your family schedule look like for the holiday season? Are you going out of town? Having 
visitors stay with you? Do your plans usually include a lot of parties and food-oriented events? Or are 
your holidays more active, with events such as the annual family Thanksgiving football game? Getting 
a handle on what your schedule will look like ahead of time will help out a great deal as you tackle 
each day. 

Menus 

Once you know what your day will consist of, you should then examine your menus. Do you have 
traditional dishes that you make every year? There's no need to completely rework your menu just 
because of diabetes, but you may want to fine-tune it a bit. Planning ahead can help. For example, 
maybe there are some ways you can make your traditional holiday foods a bit healthier. Will that 
casserole taste just as good with fat-free or light sour cream instead of regular? Can you steam the 
green beans this year instead of sautéing in butter? 

There are plenty of ways to lower fat, sugar, and carbohydrate counts in your favorite foods while still 
keeping the taste and texture you love. If your family looks forward to Aunt Selma's Heavenly Fudge 
every year -- go ahead and make it, but first talk to your diabetes educator or dietitian about ways to 
work a piece or two into the meal plan. It may mean eating less of other treats, getting more exercise, 
increasing insulin doses, or a combination of all three. But you can do it! 
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Diabetes Food Pyramid 

The Diabetes Food Pyramid is another meal planning option that some people use. It is less popular 
compared to both carbohydrate counting and the plate method for diabetes management. 

The Diabetes Food Pyramid divides food into six groups. These groups or sections on the pyramid 
vary in size. The largest group – grains, beans, and starchy vegetables – is on the bottom. This means 
that you should eat more servings of grains, beans, and starchy vegetables than of any of the other 
foods. The smallest group – fats, sweets, and alcohol – is at the top of the pyramid. This tells you to eat 
very few servings from these food groups. 

The Diabetes Pyramid gives a range of servings. If you follow the minimum number of servings in 
each group, you would eat about 1600 calories and if you eat at the upper end of the range, it would be 
about 2800 calories. Most women, would eat at the lower end of the range and many men would eat in 
the middle to high end of the range if they are very active. The exact number of servings you need 
depends on your diabetes goals, calorie and nutrition needs, your lifestyle, and the foods you like to 
eat. Divide the number of servings you should eat among the meals and snacks you eat each day.  

The Diabetes Food Pyramid is a little different than the USDA Food Guide Pyramid because it 
groups foods based on their carbohydrate and protein content instead of their classification as a food. 
To have about the same carbohydrate content in each serving, the portion sizes are a little different too. 
For example: you will find potatoes and other starchy vegetables in the grains, beans and starchy 
vegetables group instead of the vegetables group. Cheese is in the meat group instead of the milk 
group. A serving of pasta or rice is 1/3 cup in the Diabetes Food Pyramid and ½ cup in the USDA 
pyramid. Fruit juice is ½ cup in the Diabetes Food Pyramid and ¾ cup in the USDA pyramid. This 
difference is to make the carbohydrate about the same in all the servings listed.  

Following is a description of each group and the recommended range of servings of each group. 

Grains and Starches 
At the base of the pyramid are bread, cereal, rice, and pasta. These foods contain mostly carbohydrates. 
The foods in this group are made mostly of grains, such as wheat, rye, and oats. Starchy vegetables like 
potatoes, peas, and corn also belong to this group, along with dry beans such as black eyed peas and 
pinto beans. Starchy vegetables and beans are in this group because they have about as much 
carbohydrate in one serving as a slice of bread. So, you should count them as carbohydrates for your 
meal plan. 

Choose 6-11 servings per day. Remember, not many people would eat the maximum number of 
servings. Most people are toward the lower end of the range. 
Serving sizes are: 

• 1 slice of bread  
• ¼ of a bagel (1 ounce)  
• ½ an English muffin or pita bread  
• 1, 6 inch tortilla  
• ¾ cup dry cereal  
• ½ cup cooked cereal  
• ½ cup potato, yam, peas, corn, or cooked beans  
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• 1 cup winter squash  
• 1/3 cup of rice or pasta  

Vegetables 
All vegetables are naturally low in fat and good choices to include often in your meals or have them as 
a low calorie snack. Vegetables are full of vitamins, minerals and fiber. This group includes spinach, 
chicory, sorrel, Swiss chard, broccoli, cabbage, bok choy, brussels sprouts, cauliflower, and kale, 
carrots, tomatoes, cucumbers, and lettuce. Starchy vegetables such as potatoes, corn, peas, and lima 
beans are counted in the starch and grain group for diabetes meal planning.  

Choose at least 3-5 servings per day.  

A serving is: 
1 cup raw 
½ cup cooked 

Fruit 
The next layer of the pyramid is fruits, which also contain carbohydrates. They have plenty of 
vitamins, minerals, and fiber. This group includes blackberries, cantaloupe, strawberries, oranges, 
apples, bananas, peaches, pears, apricots, and grapes.  

Choose 2-4 servings per day 

A serving is: 
½ cup canned fruit 
1 small fresh fruit 
2 tbs dried fruit 
1 cup of melon or raspberries 
1 ¼ cup of whole strawberries 

Milk & Dairy 
Milk products contain a lot of protein and calcium as well as many other vitamins. Choose non-fat or 
low-fat dairy products for the great taste and nutrition without the saturated fat. 

Choose 2-3 servings per day 

A serving is: 
1 cup non-fat or low-fat milk 
1 cup of yogurt 

Meat and Meat Substitutes  
The meat group includes beef, chicken, turkey, fish, eggs, tofu, dried beans, cheese, cottage cheese and 
peanut butter. Meat and meat substitutes are great sources of protein and many vitamins and minerals. 

Choose from lean meats, poultry and fish and cut all the visible fat off meat. Keep your portion sizes 
small. Three ounces is about the size of a deck of cards. You only need 4-6 ounces for the whole day.  

Choose 4-6 oz per day divided between meals  
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Equal to 1 oz of meat: 
 
¼ cup cottage cheese 
1 egg 
1 Tbsp peanut butter 
½ cup tofu 

Fats, Sweets, and Alcohol 
Things like potato chips, candy, cookies, cakes, crackers, and fried foods contain a lot of fat or sugar. 
They aren't as nutritious as vegetables or grains. Keep your servings small and save them for a special 
treat.  

Serving sizes include: 

• ½ cup ice cream  
• 1 small cupcake or muffin  
• 2 small cookies  

 


	Diabetic - Making Healthy Food Choices
	Diabetes Meal Plans & A Healthy Diet
	Your Guide To Eating Out
	Table Tips
	Dining On Time
	The Fast-Food Challenge
	Your order, please?
	Create Your Plate
	Holiday Meal Planning
	Diabetes Food Pyramid


