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Eating a very low carbohydrate diet can lower blood glucose levels, reduce body weight and appetite. 
Often less diabetes medication is needed, and some people may stop it altogether.

This is one of several eating patterns suggested for people with Type 2 Diabetes. Meals are based on 
protein foods, healthy fats and non-starchy vegetables only.

Things to think about before you start:
 

• Talk it through - This is a strict eating plan which can be very different to your usual way of 
eating. It is important to consider if it is the right diet for you by discussing this with friends, 
family and a health care professional before you start.

• Book a medication review:

If you are taking gliclazide tablets or insulin injections. These medications can cause 
hypoglycaemia and may need to be stopped or reduced as blood glucose levels will reduce on 
this diet.

If you are taking SGLT2 inhibitor medication such as canagliflozin, dapagliflozin, or 
empagliflozin These must be stopped as it is unsafe to take these when eating a very 
low carbohydrate diet. Discuss alternatives at your medication review. 

As you lose weight, further reviews of diabetes, blood pressure and other medication will be 
important.

• Be prepared for hypos - If you take insulin or gliclazide you should check your blood glucose 
regularly and carry hypo treatment such as dextrose tablets with you.

• Be aware of possible side effects - for example, dehydration headaches and dizziness are 
common. Page 3 has more details. 

Very low carbohydrate diet
An introduction for people with diabetes

Information for patients
Dietetics Service - Diabetes
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What can I eat and drink?

Base your meals on:

• Protein foods for example, fish – tuna, cod etc, oily fish including tinned fish for 
example salmon, mackerel and pilchards, shellfish for example prawns, poultry, unprocessed 
meat, eggs, small portions of cheese, full fat live yoghurt, tofu, QuornTM mince and pieces, nuts 
and unsweetened nut milks, seeds, beans and lentils.

• Processed meats for example bacon and sausage could be included occasionally as these are not 
as healthy as unprocessed meats.

• Healthy unsaturated fats including oils, for example, olive, rapeseed and nut oils, margarine, 
mayonnaise, nut butters, tahini, and avocado.

• Non-starchy vegetables, for example, all leafy vegetables (cabbage, spinach, lettuce etc) and 
many other vegetables (green beans, broccoli, carrot, peppers, courgette, mushrooms, tomato, 
onion etc).

• Lower carb fruits including raspberries, strawberries, blueberries, blackberries, small apples and 
pears, grapefruit.

• Flavourings, for example, herbs, spices, garlic, ginger, chilli, lemon and lime juice

• Drinks including water, teas, coffee, sugar free fizzy drinks and cordial.
 

Foods to avoid:

• Starchy carbohydrates for example bread, rice, oats, pasta, potatoes, yam, cassava, plantain, 
breakfast cereals and any other food made with flour for example pastry, eba/gari.

• Starchy vegetables including potato, sweet potato, parsnips, baked beans and butternut 
squash.

• Sugary foods, for example, desserts, biscuits, chocolate, sweets etc.

• Snacks for example crisps, tortilla chips, popcorn, crackers, cereal bars etc.

• Fruit for examples grapes, mango and tinned fruit, dried fruit and fruit juice and any other fruits 
not listed above as lower carb fruits. 

• Dairy milk and foods made from this for example milky drinks and fat free and low-fat yoghurt.
 

Food swaps

Vegetables can be used instead of starchy carbohydrate foods. Try these swaps. Cauliflower or 
broccoli rice, courgette, or butternut squash noodles/spaghetti, swede mash. Leeks, courgette, and 
aubergine used instead of pasta or lasagne sheets and lettuce leaves make a good alternative to 
wraps. Unsweetened nut milks make a good alternative to dairy milk. 
 

Alcoholic drinks

Many alcoholic drinks such as beers, ciders and alcopops are high in carbohydrate so should be 
avoided. Wine and spirits do not contain carbohydrates so an occasional drink will fit with a very low 
carbohydrate diet – however remember drinking alcohol can make you hungry!
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How long can I follow this diet for? 

If this diet is working well for you, you can continue to follow it for three to twelve months. After this 
time, you can re-introduce carbohydrate foods back into your diet gradually. A dietitian can support 
you to find the amount and types of carbohydrate that works for you. You will be encouraged to start 
with low glycaemic index and high fibre types of carbohydrate.

Is this diet suitable for me?

This can be a big change to the way you usually eat. You may find it is a more expensive way of eating 
and it may not fit in with the way the rest of your family eat. However, if you enjoy vegetables, protein 
foods, healthy fats and are happy to restrict carbs, this may work well for you.

Common side effects

“Low carb flu”: Some people feel unwell when starting a very low carb diet. It is a big change for 
the body as it gets used to adapting to this new way of eating. For most people these symptoms pass 
in 7 to 10 days as the body becomes used to less carbohydrate. Having extra drinks and salt will help 
to prevent these symptoms.

Cramps are caused by a lack of salt as more salt than usual is being lost in the urine and less salt is 
being eaten as processed foods such as bread are reduced. This can be eased by adding extra salt to 
your food.

Hunger: Some people feel more hungry especially in the early days. Including more healthy fats and 
a good portion of protein foods at each meal, along with plenty of vegetables will help ease this.

What if I can't keep to a very low carbohydrate diet?

This diet is not for everyone. You may find including small amounts of healthy carbohydrates at main 
meals such as wholegrain pasta or rice, seeded or granary bread and new potatoes with skins on 
helps you continue with the healthy changes you have made to your eating. The 'Carb Smart' leaflet 
provides more information about this different approach, so please request this or find on 
www.sth.nhs.uk website in the 'Patient Information Leaflets' area. 

Where can I get further information? 
• Sheffield Teaching Hospitals Leaflets such as 'Carbohydrates and Diabetes', ‘Low Carb snack 

ideas’, 'Boost your protein', 'Boost your fibre' ,‘Hypoglycaemia’. Please request these from the 
diabetes team or find at www.sth.uk - patient information leaflets.
 

• Diabetes UK Low carbohydrate meal plans 
www.diabetes.org.uk/guide-to-diabetes/enjoy-food/eating-with-diabetes/meal-plan
s/low-carb
 

• Low Carb Program – Education, coaching, meal plans and recipes. Costs around £70 a year. 
www.lowcarbprogram.com
 

• Diet Doctor – free meal plans and recipes for very low carb diets. www.dietdoctor.com

https://www.diabetes.org.uk/guide-to-diabetes/enjoy-food/eating-with-diabetes/meal-plans/low-carb
https://www.diabetes.org.uk/guide-to-diabetes/enjoy-food/eating-with-diabetes/meal-plans/low-carb
http://www.lowcarbprogram.com
http://www.dietdoctor.com
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Meal Ideas

Drink plenty of water and sugar free drinks such as tea, coffee, sugar-free cordials and diet or zero 
drinks. You can use up to 200ml of milk per day e.g. in cups of tea and coffee. Add some salt when 
cooking meals from scratch.

Breakfast 
meals 

Scrambled eggs with wilted spinach and mushrooms

Poached egg with ham 

Cheese, tomatoes and sauerkraut

Grilled kipper and tinned/grilled tomato

Full fat natural or Greek yoghurt or kefir with a handful of nuts or 
teaspoon of seeds and/or blueberries or strawberries

Meal leftovers for example omelette, roasted vegetables.

Midday 
meals

Salad vegetables with choice of nuts and seeds, cubes of cheese, 
strips of cooked meat (e.g. ham, salami) or fish (e.g. smoked 
salmon, prawns) with mayonnaise or oil and vinegar dressing

Vegetable sticks such as carrot, courgette etc with serving of 
hummus

Mixed salad with olives, cooked chick peas, green lentils or 
butter beans and avocado, with vinaigrette

Tuna mayo lettuce wraps

Small sliced apple and celery with peanut butter or cream cheese

Home made vegetable soup such as mushroom or cauliflower 
and carrot or celery and cashew

Evening 
meals

Stir-fried vegetables with shredded cooked meat, tofu or Quorn 
with cauliflower 'rice' and home-made stir fry sauce with Chinese 
five spice powder, soy sauce, tomato puree and peanut butter.

Grilled or fried meat, poultry or fish with mashed turnip or swede 
and other vegetables or mixed salad served with olive oil dressing.

Spanish omelette with herbs, peppers, onions, tomatoes, 
mushrooms and ham or bacon

Quorn TM or minced meat bolognese with courgette 'spaghetti'

Grilled salmon with tomato salad or steamed vegetables.

Diabetes Centre Telephone number: 0114 271 4445

Alternative formats can be provided on request. Please call the department on your 
appointment letter or email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net 
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