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What is diabetes? 

 
Diabetes is a lifelong condition where your blood 
glucose (sugar) level is too high because your body 
can't make a hormone called insulin. Your body 
needs insulin to control the amount of glucose in 
your blood. Before you were diagnosed you may 
have had symptoms of tiredness, weight loss, 
feeling thirsty and needing to wee a lot. 
 
To prevent these symptoms and control your blood 
glucose levels you will need to: 
 

 Check your blood glucose levels regularly  

 Inject insulin 

 Eat regular meals containing starchy 
carbohydrate 

 Avoid sugary drinks as these can raise your 
blood glucose quickly 

 Keep sugary and high fat foods e.g. 
chocolate, to small amounts, and consider 
having these as a dessert after a main meal 

 
This will help you to keep your blood glucose close 
to or within target. Target blood glucose levels for 
children with diabetes are 4.0 to 6.9 mmol/l.  
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Top tips about food and diabetes 
 

Everything in moderation- no foods, or food groups, 

are banned 

 

Allow yourself to enjoy food and drink- living with 

diabetes can sometimes be difficult, so we want you 
to take pleasure from food and drink 

 

Think about testing 2 hours after meals and snacks; 

can you identify links between high or low blood 
glucose levels, and certain foods? E.g. do high 
fat/protein meals cause late rises in blood glucose 
levels? 

 

Write down your foods and snacks from time to time, 

and double check your portion sizes of carbohydrate 
over the months and years to make sure you are 
counting carbs correctly. 

 

Enjoy parties, holidays and time with friends and 

family- if you are at a party for example, think about 
counting your carbs, and correcting your possible high 
sugar level 2 hours after the party (in cases where you 
may have a little bit extra) 

 

Lose the ‘diabetic’ foods- these can be expensive, 

cause stomach upsets, and they may not be better 
than “non-diabetic” foods 

 

Look at restaurant menus online for carbohydrate 

values, or ask the waiting staff for information on 
amounts of carbohydrate in a typical portion. 
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What will affect my blood sugar levels? 
 
Any food that contains carbohydrate will raise your 
blood glucose levels. This is because 
carbohydrates in your food are broken down by 
your body into sugar called glucose. 
 
There are two main types of carbohydrate: Starchy 

carbohydrate and sugary carbohydrate. Below are a 
few examples of each: 
 
Starchy Carbohydrates: 
Bread 
Pasta 
Potato 
Rice 
Plain breakfast cereals 
 
Eating these foods regularly in combination with 
insulin helps to give you good control of your blood 
sugar level. Starchy carbohydrates are important for 
growth in children and young people 
 
Sugary carbohydrates: 
Sugar 
Honey 
Syrup 
Sweets 
Chocolate 
Cake 
 
It is good for everybody to have less sugar in their 
diet for good health. 
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These foods also contain carbohydrate: 

 Fruit 

 Milk and dairy products (not cheese) 

 Beans and pulses 

 Some vegetables, e.g. peas, parsnip, 
sweetcorn. 

 
So, what can I eat? 
 
It is important that everyone has a healthy balanced 
diet. 
 
You should choose a variety of foods from each of 
the food groups in the proportions shown on the 
‘Eat well guide” (see page 15). For example, about 
a third of what you eat each day should be starchy 
carbohydrate. Try to have some at every meal.  
 
Carbohydrates are important for the 
healthy functioning of your body. 
They are required in energy 
metabolism and are a good source of 
fibre and B vitamins.  
 
However, the sugary carbohydrates can raise your 
blood glucose quickly, don’t have a lot of nutritional 
value and can increase your weight if eaten in 
excess. Therefore aim to limit these 
types of carbohydrate. 
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What is carbohydrate counting? 

 
When we eat, food it is broken down by our 
digestive system and absorbed into our blood. 
When we eat carbohydrate it is broken down into 
glucose. Glucose is the body’s main source of 
energy, and is present in our blood after we eat 
food. Insulin acts like a key that opens the door to 
let the glucose into the body cells. If you know how 
much carbohydrate you have eaten, the right 
amount of insulin can be given. This helps you to 
achieve better blood glucose control. Therefore you 
should count all meals and snacks that contain 
carbohydrate. 
 
To be able to carbohydrate count you will need to 
know how much carbohydrate your body requires 
for each unit of insulin. This is known as your 
carbohydrate to insulin ratio. 
Your Insulin Sensitivity Factor (ISF) is how much 
extra insulin you need if your blood glucose is high. 
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What needs to be counted? 
 
Carbohydrate is found in starchy food, sugary food 
and is present in smaller amounts in fruit, milk and 
some starchy veg. 
 



Examples of starchy 
foods: 

 Bread 

 Potato 

 Pasta 

 Rice 

 Breakfast 
cereal 

 
Examples of sugary 
foods: 

 Sweets 

 Sugar 

 Honey 

 Jam 

 Icing 

 Cakes 
 

Examples of dairy: 

 white sauces 

 yogurts 

 milk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Examples of fruit: 

 fresh fruit e.g. 
banana, apple, 
grapes 

 tinned fruit 

 dried fruit 

 fruit juice 
 

 
Examples of starchy 
veg: 

 Butternut 
squash 

 Parsnips 

 Sweetcorn 

 Beans 

 Peas 



What does not need to be counted? 

 
Protein foods do not need to be counted. 
Protein foods include: 
 

 Meat 

 Fish 

 Eggs 

 Poultry 

 Cheese 
 
Remember to count breadcrumbs, pastry and batter 
if they are part of the food e.g. chicken nuggets, fish 
fingers. 
 
Other foods that do not need to be counted are: 
 

 green vegetables 

 salad 

 fats and oils 
 

 

To count or not to count: 
 
There is a debate over some foods, such as nuts 
and some vegetables whether to count them or not. 
We suggest that if you have them without insulin 
and they’re raising your blood glucose, you should 
count them.  
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How do I know how much carbohydrate a 
food contains? 

 
Food Labels: 
Always use the value for “total carbohydrates”, not 
“of which sugars”.  
 
Have a look at the food labels below for beans on 
toast, how much carbohydrate does it contain? 

 
Be careful. You 
need to know 
the 
carbohydrate in 
the portion you 
are eating. You 
may need to 
weigh the food 
before you eat 
or think about 
the amount you 
eaten. The 
Carbohydrate 
Calculator may 
help you 
calculate  
values per 100g 
– ask your 
dietitian for one. 

 
Half a can serving (20.5g) may be a portion for you 
or you may need to calculate your own portion size 
e.g. ¾ a can would provide 31g of carbohydrate.  
 
You will then need to think about the whole meal 
and what else needs to be counted. 
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For example, 2 slices of this seeded bread would 
provide 2 x 18.2g = 36.4g carbohydrate. Butter 
doesn’t contain any carbohydrates so it’s not 
included.  
 
For pudding, this yoghurt is 18.4g per pot.  
 
The meal will therefore provide: 

Food: Grams of CHO: 

¾  can of baked beans 31g 

Slice of bread 36.4g 

Apple 18.4g 

Total: 85.8g = 86g  

 
 
 
TIP: If a value per portion is not given you may 
have to calculate it yourself. 
Amount of carbohydrate in 100g of product / 100 = 
amount of carbohydrate in 1g of product. You can 
then times this by whatever the value of the portion 
you are eating is, e.g. 85g.  
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What about when there is no food label? 

 
Using food labels is the most accurate, however if 
you do not have these at hand you may find it 
helpful to use The ‘Carbs and Cals’ book or app. 
This gives pictures of food and their carbohydrate 
values. You can also weight your food rather than 

just making a judgment 
from looking at the 
pictures. 
  
The total carbohydrate 
content of the meal can 
then be added together 
as usual. 
 

 
 

 
How about cooked vs uncooked weight? 
 
Some foods such as pasta or rice will have their 
cooked and uncooked weight. You will most often 
find uncooked values on the packets whilst the 
Carbs and Cals will give you a value per cooked 
weight. Choose a method that works for you. 
 
You can either weigh your dry rice or pasta and 
then cook it (this is probably more accurate but 
restricts you to only that amount)  
OR 
You can cook and portion out your rice or pasta and 
use the book to help you work out the carbs. This 
option is also more convenient when eating out. 
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Useful Tips: 
 
You may find it useful to develop a list of commonly 
eaten foods, the portion size you have and the 
carbohydrate content. You will then be able to refer 
to this list when you eat these foods. 
 
The carbohydrate portion guide or a published book 
containing the carbohydrate content of foods can be 
useful to carry with you if you are going to buy food 
to eat when you are out and about. 
 
Remember successful carbohydrate counting takes 
practice, patience, effort and blood glucose 
monitoring. 
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Eating well with diabetes 
 
It’s important to note that there is no special diet for 
diabetes. However you will have to be careful with 
certain foods such as sweetened drinks or sweets 
which can raise blood glucose really quickly.  
It’s best to have these kinds of foods as part of a 
meal. 
 
Principles of eating well: 
Eating well is important to stay healthy in the long 
term and reduce the risk of diabetes related 
complications. 
 

 Eat at least five 
portions of a variety of fruit and 
vegetables a day 
 

 Base your meals 
on potatoes, bread, rice, pasta or other 
starchy carbohydrates. Choose wholegrain or 
seeded where possible 

 

 Have some dairy or dairy 
alternatives. Choose lower-fat and lower-
sugar options. 

 

 Eat some beans, 
pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other 
protein. Aim for at least two portions of 
fish every week – one of which should 
be oily, such as salmon or mackerel 

 

 Eat foods high in fat, salt 
and sugar less often and in small amounts 
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 Choose unsaturated oils 
and spreads over butter/lard. 
 
 
Drink plenty of fluids! 
 
The government recommends 6-8 
cups/glasses a day. Water, lower-fat milks 
and lower-sugar or sugar-free drinks 
including tea and coffee all count. 
Fruit juice and smoothies also count towards 
your fluid consumption but they contain free 
sugars that can damage teeth, so limit these 
drinks to a combined total of 150ml per day. 
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Example Day: 
 
Breakfast:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lunch: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Evening meal:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Remember to 
count the beans! 

May keep you 
fuller for longer 

I have more 
fibre! 
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Glycaemic Index (GI) 
 
There are many types of carbohydrates, but they all 
behave differently in your body. This is because 
they are digested at different rates, which has an 
effect on your blood glucose levels. The GI, is a 
ranking of how quickly these foods make your blood 
glucose levels rise after eating them. 
 
High GI foods will absorb very quickly, .e.g. fruit 
juice, sweets, your low treatment but low GI foods 
will take much longer, .e.g. porridge, basmati rice, 
and seeded bread.  
 
The GI can be lowered by adding fat, fibre or 
protein to your meal. For example putting peanut 
butter on your toast will slow down the absorption of 
glucose and will cause your blood glucose to rise 
more slowly.  
 
Knowing more about GI can help you manage your 
diabetes better.  
 
If you would like to 
know more about GI, 
speak to one of the 
dietitians. 
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Physical activity 
 
Physical activity can affect blood glucose (BG). It is 
therefore important that you test these before, 
during and after the activity to check your pattern. 
 
Here are some examples of how activity can affect 
BGs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although some activity can raise BG initially, it is 
likely to drop later on. The effects of physical activity 
can last for up to 24-48 hours.  
 
It’s therefore recommended that if you have been 
unusually active during the day, that you do a BG 
test in the night.  
 
 

Aerobic exercise 
(e.g running 

cycling, 

swimming) 

Usually lowers 

blood glucose 

Anaerobic 

exercise (e.g 

sprinting, weight 

lifting, sports with 

short & fast 

movements) 

Usually raises 

blood glucose 

during the exercise 

Mixed exercise 
(e.g team sports: 

football, rugby, 

hockey) 

Usually keeps 

blood glucose 

more steady 

during exercise. 
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Top tips for exercising with diabetes: 
 

 If you’re doing a planned activity it may 
be a good idea to set an exercise 
setting on your meter/pump or a 
temporary basal on your pump. 
  
For example if you tend to go low with 
your sport you may find it helpful to use 
an exercise setting of -10 to 20% (or 
more if required) with the meal before and even 
after the activity. 

 

 It is recommended that you avoid starting 
exercise when your BGs are high as this can 
impede your performance and you’re at risk of 
developing ketones. Aim for a BG range of 5-
8mmol when starting exercise. 
 

 You may find it helpful to bring a 
sugary drink or use a low treatment 
before/during exercise to prevent 
lows. Do not correct high BGs 
immediately after exercise as these 
are likely to drop later on.  

 

 If you’re prone to dropping BGs during the night, 
you may find it helpful to use an exercise setting 
or temporary basal with your 
evening meal or carbohydrate 
based snack before bed (ideally with 
some fat, fibre or protein), e.g. 
peanut butter on toast or a glass of milk. 
Talk to us if you’re unsure about how to help 
prevent overnight lows. 
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Useful sites: 
 
Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation (JDRF): 
http://www.jdrf.org/ 
 
 
Diabetes UK: https://www.diabetes.org.uk/ 
 
 
Explore food: 
http://explorefood.foodafactoflife.org.uk/  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For further information & advice please contact 
the paediatric dietitians  
Tel: 0300 422 5646  (Updated February 2018) 

ghn-tr.paediatricdiabetesdietitians@nhs.net  
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