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Medical Nutrition Therapy for 
Diabetes

Cheryl Marco, RD, CDE
Division of Endocrinology and 

Metabolic Diseases
Thomas Jefferson University



The Cornerstone of Diabetes 
Management is 

Medical Nutrition Therapy



The role of the dietitian in 
Diabetes Management is to 
educate the patient about:

• The effect of food on blood glucose levels
• Meal planning for diabetes management
• Activity and blood glucose management
• Interrelationship of lifestyle and medication
• Modification of nutrient intake and lifestyle 

as appropriate for prevention and treatment 
of diabetes complications



Historical Overview of Calorie 
Distribution
Carb Protein Fat

<1921 Starvation

1921 20% 10% 70%

1950 40% 20% 40%

1971 45% 20% 35%

1986 50 to 60% 12 to 20% 30%



Current Recommendations for 
Diabetic Diet

• Non-prescriptive
• Individualized, based upon usual food 

intake, metabolic profile, treatment goals, 
and desired outcome



Nutrient Conversion to Glucose

• Carbohydrate – 100% in 15 to 120 
minutes

• Protein – 58% in 3 to 5 hours, however 
with well controlled diabetes, protein does 
not increase plasma glucose concentration

• Fat - <10% in 6 to 10 hours; high fat meal 
will keep blood glucose levels elevated for a 
prolonged period of time however



Sources of Carbohydrate

• Starches – both refined and whole grain
• Legumes
• Fruit and fruit juice
• Milk and yogurt
• Sugar and sugar containing foods
• Vegetables 



Types of Carbohydrate to 
Emphasize

• Vegetables
• Legumes
• 100% whole grains such as 100% whole 

wheat bread, whole wheat pasta, steel cut 
oats, quinoa, barley, buckwheat, bulgur 
wheat



Fiber

• Goal of 20 to 35 grams a day
• The fiber component of the total 

carbohydrate may not affect blood glucose



Sucrose

• Restriction not necessary
• Does not aggravate hyperglycemia more 

than other forms of refined carbohydrate
• Use within the context of a healthy diet









Net Carbohydrate

• Terminology not approved by the FDA
• Assumes fiber and polyols (sugar alcohols) 

have no glycemic effect; in fact there is a 
minimum of a 50% effect from polyols





Educational Goals Regarding 
Carbohydrate Intake

• Eat less carbohydrate at one time
• Use results of blood glucose self monitoring
• Emphasize slower acting forms of 

carbohydrate (concept of glycemic index)
• Eat less carbohydrate at breakfast due to 

increased insulin resistance
• Adjust short acting insulin to match 

carbohydrate intake





Sources of Protein

• Meat – beef, pork, lamb, etc.
• Poultry
• Fish and shellfish
• Eggs
• Cheese
• Soy products



Educational Goals Regarding 
Protein Intake

• Choose leaner sources most often due to 
increased risk for coronary artery disease

• Include protein with each meal to provide 
greater sustenance and to enable a decrease 
in carbohydrate intake

• There is no evidence to suggest that usual 
protein intake should be modified if renal 
function is normal



Sources of Dietary Fat 

• Oil – all types
• Butter, margarine, mayonnaise
• Cream
• Salad dressings
• Olives and avocado
• Nuts and seeds (including nut butters)



Goals for Types of Dietary Fat 

• Saturated - <7% of total calorie, about 15 
grams 

• Trans fatty acids – no recommendation, 
but minimal

• Polyunsaturated – up to 10% of total 
calories

• Monounsaturated – at least 10% of total 
calories



Sources of Monounsaturated Fat 

• Olives and olive oil
• Canola oil
• Avocado
• Most nuts and natural nut butters



Educational Goals Regarding 
Fat Intake

• Limit saturated and trans fats
• Moderate intake of polyunsaturated fats
• Increase intake of monounsaturated fats
• Fat is fattening! If weight is an issue, be 

aware of the role of fat.



Overall Balance

What will raise blood glucose?
• food
• stress
What will lower blood glucose?
• activity
• medication
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