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NOTES 

THE CURRENT DIETARY GUIDELINES 

To help people choose a healthy, balanced diet, health experts a set of eight dietary guidelines:  

• Base your meals on starchy foods. 

 • Eat lots of fruit and vegetables. 

 • Eat more fish.  

• Cut down on saturated fat and sugar.  

• Try to eat less salt – no more than 6g a day.  

• Get active and try to be a healthy weight.  

• Drink plenty of water.  

• Do not skip breakfast. 

The guidelines are for most people aged over five years who are in general good health (very 
young children and babies have their own particular needs). Pregnant women and people with 
special health conditions have different requirements for food, so the guidelines may not all 
apply to them. 

 

What do the guidelines mean?  

1 Base your meals on starchy foods: 

 This means that most of the food on your meal plate should be a starchy plant food, e.g. rice, 
pasta, potato (but not always chips), bread (preferably wholemeal), oats, millet, cassava, yam and 
quinoa. These foods will provide you with most of your energy and will also give you a variety 
of vitamins, minerals and fibre. 
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 2 Eat lots of fruit and vegetables: 

 This is to make sure you get a variety of vitamins, minerals, trace elements and fibre, as well as 
antioxidants and other good natural plant chemicals that we need for good health. Fresh fruit and 
vegetables are excellent, and frozen and canned varieties also provide nutrients. 

3 Eat more fish: 

 The guidelines recommend that we eat two portions of fish a week to provide us with a good 
range of minerals and vitamins as well as protein. Oily fish also contain omega 3 fatty acids, 
which are important for the health of the heart. Some canned fish have a lot of salt added, so it is 
best to eat fresh fish if possible 

4a Cut down on saturated fat: 

 The guidelines recommend that we eat less food that contains a lot of saturated fats – butter, 
cheese, cream, coconut oil, palm oil, pastries, cakes, biscuits, chocolate, meat and meat products. 
A lot of foods have fat ‘hidden’ in them – the fat is part of the ingredients but you cannot see it.  

4b Cut down on sugar:  

Most people eat too much sugar. The guidelines recommend that we should have 50 per cent of 
our daily energy intake from carbohydrate but that only 11 per cent of that amount should come 
from sugar. Sugar is often ‘hidden’ in foods and drinks and we do not realise just how much they 

contain. Even if you look at the ingredients list on a food label, it can be difficult to know how 
much sugar the food contains because some manufacturers use different chemical names for it, 
such as glucose, glucose syrup, dextrose, maltose, lactose, fructose, sucrose, invert sugar, 
hydrolysed starch – these are all sugars!  

5 Try to eat less salt: 

 Salt has been used for centuries to preserve and flavour foods and we have grown used to its 
flavour. It is used to make cheese, bacon, ham, bread, yeast extract (e.g. Marmite), peanut butter 
and smoked fish such as kippers. Many processed foods, especially snack foods, contain a lot of 
salt, such as cornflakes, potato crisps, roasted salted nuts, savoury fried corn snacks, cracker 
biscuits, sweet biscuits, pizzas, sausages and cooked meat products. If we eat too much salt it has 
bad effects on the body: • It makes your blood pressure rise, which makes your heart have to 

work harder. • It puts a strain on your kidneys. 

6 Drink plenty of water: 

 Many people do not drink enough water. Water is essential for the body and we get it from the 
water we drink and the food we eat. 

 



3 
 

 7 Do not skip breakfast: 

 The word ‘breakfast’ means to break from fasting. Fasting is a period of time when you do not 
eat. During the night when you sleep, you are fasting and your body is resting. When you wake 
up, your body is ready to receive food so that it can prepare you for the day’s activities ahead.  

ADAPTING MEALS AND DIETS 

FOLLOWING THE DIETARY GUIDELINES 

If people want to follow the dietary guidelines, it is easy to make a series of small changes to 
adapt meals and diets and still enjoy food. 

Buying your food  

Here is some good advice on how to buy food:  

• Learn to read and understand food labels, especially the nutrition information so that you can 

make informed choices when you buy food.  

 • Make a list of the foods you need to buy and try to stick to it, so that you do not buy less 

healthy foods on impulse.  

• Try not to shop for food when you are hungry because you might be tempted to buy food you 

had not planned to eat. 

Preparing your food  

If you are using a recipe, have a look at the list of ingredients and see if you can reduce any 
ingredients, such as the fat, sugar or salt. Add any ingredients (extra fruit or vegetables) or 
change any ingredient (use wholemeal flour for extra fibre or use a reduced fat dairy product). 
When you are preparing your food, pay attention to the amount of fat (oil), salt and sugar you 
add – you may find that you are adding a lot more than you actually need to. 

Cooking your food  

It may be possible to change the cooking method you are using to reduce the amount of fat in the 
food. For example, grilling meat instead of frying it will let the fat in the meat drain away, 
poaching or boiling an egg instead of frying will avoid using fat and oven baking chips instead of 
frying them will reduce their fat content. 

When stir-frying vegetables, meat or poultry, if the pan starts to become dry, add a little water 
instead of more oil. The water will bubble and steam and moisten the food so that it does not 
burn and you will not have added extra fat to the pan.  
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If you are frying a food in oil, make sure that the oil is hot enough to start cooking the food as 
soon as it is put in the pan. If the oil is too cool, the food will sit in it and soak up the oil before it 
starts to cook, which will increase the amount of fat it contains. When the food is cooked place it 
on some kitchen towel to soak up any excess oil.  

Use alternative flavours to salt for savoury recipes – herbs (fresh or dried), spices (fresh or 
dried), vegetables such as onion, celery and garlic, and fruits such as lemon, orange or lime zest 
and juice. 

 

Here are some ways in which you can reduce the fat, sugar or salt in food. 

REDUCE FAT • Choose lean cuts of meat.  
 • Trim the fat from meat and poultry before cooking.  
• Grill or oven bake foods such as meat, sausages and fish rather than fry 

them in fat or oil (because the fat will melt and drain away from the food).  
• When shallow frying or stir frying food, if the food starts to become dry, 

add a little water rather than more oil to continue the cooking.  
• Choose low or reduced fat versions of foods such as yogurt, cheese, milk, 
biscuits and low fat spreads.  
• Reduce the amount of butter or margarine that you spread on bread.  
• Instead of using mayonnaise in sandwiches or to mix salad ingredients, try 

using low fat versions of crème fraiche, salad dressing or fromage frais 
instead. 
 • Buy canned oily fish such as tuna and sardines in tomato sauce, water or 

brine instead of oil. 
 • Instead of eating ice cream, try sorbet which has a low fat content.  
 

REDUCE SALT • Use alternative flavours to salt when cooking – spices, herbs, pepper.  
• Cut down the amounts of foods that have salt added to them such as 

cheeses, processed meats, salted fish, yeast extract and savoury snack foods 
(crisps).  
• Buy reduced salt versions of foods such as canned fish, crisps, canned 
beans. • R • Check labels for foods such as breads, breakfast cereals and 

bottled water which sometimes have quite a lot of added sodium. 
 • Eat naturally low salt foods such as fruits and vegetables. 

REDUCE 
SUGAR 

• Reduce the quantity of added sugar in recipes – most recipes will work if 
the sugar content is reduced. 
 • Use alternative naturally sweet foods in recipes such as carrots (carrot 

cake), ripe fresh fruits (bananas, apples, pears, grapes, pineapple), dried 
fruits (currants, sultanas, apricots, apples, papaya, mango, raisins).  
• Use food sweeteners which add flavour but no sugar. 

INCREASE 
DIETARY 
FIBRE 

• Eat whole grain (wholemeal) breakfast cereals, bread, rice and pasta. and 

fruit and  
• Use wholemeal flour (either all wholemeal or half wholemeal and half 
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white) for recipes such as cakes, scones, pastries, biscuits, bread, crumbles, 
sponge. 
 • Add oat or wheat bran to crumble toppings, cake, pastry and biscuit 

recipes. • Add chopped fresh or dried fruits to your breakfast cereal. 
 • Add chopped dried fruits to cake, scone and biscuit recipes.  
• Eat porridge for breakfast and add stewed fruit such as apples, plums and 

prunes. 
 • Eat plenty of fresh fruits, salads and vegetables, and leave the skins on 

where you can. 
 • Make delicious fruit smoothies with a blender, using a variety of fresh 
fruits. 
 • Eat dried fruits as snacks. 
 

 

DIETARY REFERENCE VALUES  

You have now learned about nutrients and why they are so important for growth and good 
health. You have also learned that there are guidelines about how much of different foods we 
should eat every day in order to grow properly and stay healthy, and what happens if we do not 
eat a balanced diet. The guidelines are based on information that has been put together by 
scientists and health professionals, who have worked out how much of each nutrient our bodies 
need. They have called this information dietary reference values (DRVs).  

DRVs show the amount of energy and nutrients that different groups of people need for growth 
and good health. The groups are based on age, gender (male or female) and for females during 
pregnancy and lactation (breastfeeding). DRVs only apply to healthy people. They do not apply 
to people who have a disease or a health issue or condition, because the body’s needs for 
nutrients and energy change under these conditions.  

DRVs are used for guidance only. They are based on the needs of an average person and so they 
do not apply to everyone, but they are very helpful to people who have to provide food for 
groups of people – in schools, hospitals, residential homes and prisons – to make sure they 
provide nutritionally balanced meals. 


