
DIABETES NUTRITION MYTHS EXPOSED
#1         People with diabetes need to

follow a special “diabetic diet”. #2 People with diabetes should avoid
rice and bread.

There is no one-size-fits-all diet or eating pattern for people 
with diabetes. With some modifications, people with diabetes 
can often continue to eat meals and make recipes they enjoy. 
There are many resources and tools to help people make 
adjustments to their meals, therefore, specialized diabetes 
foods are not required. In fact, many eating patterns can work if 
people with diabetes follow these core concepts:

1. Eat more non-starchy vegetables. Aim to fill at least ½
of every plate or bowl with non-starchy vegetables.

2. Minimize added sugars and refined grains. Added
sugars are sugars that are added during food processing.
Examples include: sucrose, fructose, dextrose, molasses,
syrups, and honey. Refined grains are grains that are no
longer in their whole form. You can find these in a product
when you see words like bleached flour, enriched flour, rice
flour or white rice on the ingredients list.

Examples of items with added sugars or refined grains:
• Breakfast cereals
• Granola bars
• Packaged snack foods
• Sugar-sweetened beverages (e.g., sports drinks, energy

drinks, lemonade, sweet tea, juice, and sweetened coffee
beverages)

3. Choose whole foods over highly processed foods
whenever possible.

Examples of whole foods:
• Non-starchy vegetables
• Fresh, whole fruit
• Nuts and seeds
• Whole grains (e.g., whole-wheat bread, wild rice, oats)
• Protein (e.g., black beans, lentils, chickpeas, eggs,

poultry, fish)
• Low-fat dairy (e.g., cottage cheese, string cheese,

plain yogurt)

Rice and bread are both grain foods. Grain foods contain 
carbohydrates which raise blood glucose. People with diabetes 
do not need to avoid eating these foods. Instead, it is more 
important to focus on the following: 

• Choose healthy carbohydrates like whole grains. Examples
of whole grains include whole-wheat bread, brown rice,
barley, bulgur, farro, quinoa, wild rice, whole oats, and
plain popcorn.

• Be mindful of portion sizes and feel free to fill up to 1/4 of
your plate with whole-grain carbohydrates.

TIPS TO ENJOY MORE WHOLE GRAINS:
• Swap out white or refined-grain bread for whole-

wheat bread in a sandwich.
• Use whole-wheat tortillas, pitas, or naan instead

of products made with refined grains, like
enriched flours.

• Substitute quinoa or farro for white rice.
• Use oats instead of breadcrumbs in recipes.
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• Aim to eat at least half of your grains as whole grains
for better health. Whole-grain foods can help increase
fiber intake. Fiber may improve glucose levels,
cholesterol levels, lower blood pressure, and reduce
risk for heart disease.
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Buying healthy food is too expensive.

Beverages with artificial 
sweeteners are harmful to health.

Eating healthy food on a budget is possible. Make a plan 
and create a list before shopping to help you buy only 
what is needed. 

Consider stocking up on staples such as:
• Frozen vegetables
• Frozen fruits
• Whole grains
• Dried or canned beans and lentils

Choose fresh fruits and 
vegetables that are in 
season. These tend to 
cost less. 

Look for sales and 
compare prices for 
similar items. 

Participate in store 
rewards programs.

Visit the local farmers 
market if available. 

Consider purchasing more than you need when items are on 
sale and freeze them for later.

Water is recommended over beverages 
sweetened with artificial sweeteners or sugar. 
However, for people with diabetes who regularly 
drink sugar-sweetened beverages, replacing these 
with diet or zero-sugar drinks that have artificial 
sweeteners is acceptable if they are consumed in 
moderation. Even so, people are encouraged to 
have as little as possible, as artificial sweeteners 
do not contain any nutritional value.

The following artificial sweeteners are approved by the U.S. 
Food and Drug Administration and are generally recognized 
as safe: 

• Aspartame
• Acesulfame potassium
• Sucralose
• Neotame
• Advantame
• Saccharin
• Stevia and stevia derivatives
• Monk fruit (or Luo Han Guo)
• Thaumatin
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#4

#3 Fruit is bad for people with diabetes
because it has too much sugar.

Eating fruit provides numerous health benefits! Fruit is full of
vitamins, minerals, fiber, and natural antioxidants. Choosing
higher fiber, whole fruits—like berries, pears, or kiwis—can be
a great option for many people with diabetes, especially if the
fruit replaces a less healthy option.

If a favorite fruit causes glucose to rise too much, try 
decreasing the portion and pairing it with some protein or a 
healthy fat. Eating the fruit with cottage cheese or a small 
handful of nuts may help to minimize the impact on glucose.

Choosing whole fruit instead of juices, fruit sauces, or 
processed fruit snacks can help reduce the impact on glucose 
as well.

TIP: To learn more about nutrition and for help 
creating a nutrition plan that works for YOU, make 
an appointment with a registered dietitian 
nutritionist. 


