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The information in this fact sheet is designed 
to use with the "1986 Exchange Lists for Meal 
Planning," Copies of this booklet can be pur-
chased from the American Diabetes Association, 
Inc., 1660 Duke St., P.O. Box 25757, Alexandria, 

VA 22313 and its affiliate associations, or the 
American Dietetic Association, 216 West Jackson 
Blvd., Chicago, IL 60606-8995. 

Understanding the Diabetic 
Exchange Lists 

The Exchange Lists are revised periodically 
to reflect current knowledge related to diet and 
diabetes. The Exchange Lists used in this fact 
sheet were revised in 1986. They di f fer f r o m the 
former 1976 Exchange Lists in that the bread list 
is n o w cal led "S tar ch /Bread" and the meat list is 
cal led "Meat and Substitutes." Several f oods have 
been added and a number of port ion sizes changed. 
The 1986 Lists a lso use s y m b o l s to indicate f oods 

high in f iber (3 grams or more per exchange) and 
high in sodium (400 mi l l i grams or more per 
exchange) . 

The Exchange Lists contain three categories 
each of Meat and Substitutes and of Milk Exchanges 
based on fat content. The Fat Exchange List is 
divided into unsaturated and saturated fat catego-
ries. The Starch/Bread Exchange List includes 
dried beans and starchy vegetables as well as 
breads, cereals and pasta. The Vegetable List con-
sists of low-calor ie vegetables. In addition to the 
s ix lists, the 1986 Exchange Lists for Meal Plan-
ning includes a list of free foods (less than 20 
ca l o r i e s per serv ing) , e x c h a n g e s for popu lar 
combinat ion foods and a list of concentrated 
sources of carbohydrates as "Foods for Occa-
s ional Use." 

The food exchange method al lows a person to 
"measure" rather than weigh food; however, meat 
will need to be weighed until the individual knows 
what one ounce of the item measures. 

A n y food may he substituted for another within 
the same food exchange list, but not with another 
food exchange list. 

The food items traded within any given food 
exchange should be traded in the exact amount 
indicated on the list. 

Diabetic diet prescr ipt ions should be tailored 
to fit the individual 's usual eating habits. A l l 
meals and planned snacks should be eaten at 
about the same time each day. A person should not 
skip meals or skip a prescribed exchange at any 
g iven meal or carry an exchange f r o m one meal to 
the next. 

Managing Diabetes 
The three cornerstones of diabetes manage-

ment are diet, activity and medication (if needed). 
Food raises b lood -g lucose and blood-fat levels. 
Act iv i ty and medicat ions ( insulin or oral hypo -
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Quick Facts 
Diet is important in the control of diabetes. 
A diet l o w in fat, espec ia l ly saturated fat, 

and h igh in c o m p l e x carbohydrates 
with f iber currently is recommended 
for most diabetics. 

Diet recommendat ions for diabetics are 
translated into diet orders by phys i -
c ians or dietitians cons ider ing indi-
vidual diet needs, exerc ise patterns 
and insulin usage. 

One c o m m o n method of p lanning diabetic 
diets is through the use of exchange 
l ists of foods; foods within each list can 
be substituted or traded for one another 
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glycemic agents) l ower b lood-g lucose and blood-
fat levels . A balance of these three leads to good 
management of diabetes. 

The three nutritional goa ls of diabetes man-
agement are: -

1) Maintain appropriate blood glucose and 
blood fat levels. B lood-g lucose monitor ing helps 
keep track of diabetes, and can s l ow the effects of 
certain foods or activities on b lood-g lucose lev-
els. People with diabetes run a greater risk of 
developing heart disease than other people. There-
fore, it's important for a person to know their 
blood-cholesterol and blood-triglyceride levels. 

2) Maintain reasonable weight. It is important 
to eat the right amount of calor ies to reach and 
stay at a reasonable body weight. The amount of 
calor ies needed depends on size, age and activity 
level. Eating the right number of calor ies is 
important for many reasons. Too many calories 
wi l l cause weight gain, worsen diabetes and in-
crease the risks f or h igh blood pressure and heart 
disease. The body makes and /or uses insulin best 
when a person is at their desirable weight. 

Eating too few calor ies causes a different 
problem. Children and teens with diabetes must 
eat enough calories to grow properly. Pregnant 
and nursing women must eat enough calories to 
provide for proper development of their babies. 

Exercise also is very important. It is helpful 
for weight loss and good for the heart and blood 
vessels. A person can increase their activity level 
by walking, biking, or just taking the stairs 
instead of an elevator. Before a person begins an 
exercise training program they should check 
with their health care professional. 

3) Maintain good nutrition. It is important to 
eat a variety of food each day. The body works 
better with a balanced diet that includes the right 
amounts of vitamins, minerals, carbohydrate, pro-
tein and fat. Carbohydrate i s the m a j o r source of 
energy. Protein builds muscle and tissue and pro-
vides some energy. Fat is the storage form of 
energy. Most f o ods contain a mixture of these. 
Carbohydrate has four calories per gram of weight 
and is found in starches, bread, fruit, vegetables 
and milk. Protein also has f our calories per gram 
of weight. Protein is found in meat and milk, and 
small amounts of protein are found in starches, 

bread and vegetables. Fat is higher in calories— 
nine calories per gram of weight. Fat is found in 
meat, dairy products, oils and nuts, and may be 
added to a variety of dishes. Insulin is needed to 
use carbohydrate, protein and fat properly. 

Principles of Good Nutrition 
Eat less fat. Too much fat may cause heart and 

blood vessel disease. Watch portion sizes—it's 
easy to eat too much. Eat fewer high-fat foods 
such as cold cuts, bacon, nuts, gravy, salad dress-
ing, margarine and solid shortening. Drink skim 

or low-fat milk and eat less ice cream, butter and 
high-fat cheese. 

Eat more carbohydrates (starches and breads), 
especially those high in fiber. Carbohydrate foods 
are a good source of energy, v i tamins and miner-
als. Fiber in foods may help to lower blood-
glucose and blood-fat levels. To increase the fiber 
in a diet eat more dried beans, peas and lentils, 
more whole grain breads, cereals and crackers, 
and more fruit and vegetables. 

Eat less sugar. Most people, including those 
with diabetes should eat less sugar. Sugar has 
calories, no vitamins or, minerals and promotes 
dental cavities. Foods high in sugar include des-
serts such as frosted cake and pie, sugary break-
fast foods, table sugar, honey and syrup. One 12-
ounce can of regular soft drink has nine teaspoons 
of sugar! 

Use less salt. Most people eat too much salt. 
The sodium in salt can cause the body to retain 
water, and in some people it may raise blood pres-
sure. High blood pressure is made worse by eat-
ing too much salt and sodium. Try to use less salt 
in cooking and at the table. 

Drink alcohol in moderation. It is best to 
avoid a lcohol altogether. If a person likes to have 
an alcoholic drink now and then they should ask a 
dietitian h o w to work it into the meal plan. If an 
individual takes insulin, it is important to eat food 
with a drink. 

Selecting Food 
When possible, select a diet from the same 

foods purchased f or the rest of the family. When 
fresh fruits are out of season, use water-packed 
canned fruits (fruits canned without sugar). A 
person on a diabetic diet does not need special diet 
foods, such as artificially sweetened cookies and 
candies, since most diabetic diets contain a wide 
choice of foods. 

Always read labels for the amount of protein, 
carbohydrate, fat and calories listed. Consult a 
physician about the use of alcoholic beverages. If 
used, they must be subtracted from the daily food 
allowance. 

"Dietetic food" may or may not mean the food 
is suitable for diabetics. Even food labeled "dia-
betic" may not be suitable. Always check with a 
dietitian before using a new food item on the 
market, especially if the food is labeled "fat free" 
or "sugar free." 



Using Nutritional Labeling 
Many food products carry nutritional labels 

on their packages, This nutrition information 
makes it possible for diabetics to include a wide 
variety of f oods in their diets with confidence, 
us ing the method described below. If you have 
quest ions about using this method to determine 
food exchanges or about the Diabetic Exchange 
Lists, be sure to consult a dietitian or physic ian. 

A n y c o m p a n y that uses nutritional label ing 
must f o l l ow the format set out by the U.S. Food 
and Drug Administrat ion, Only the top part of the 
label is needed to w o r k out the exchanges . A n 
example is shown below. 

Pasta Salad 
Nutrition Information Per Portion 

Portion Size ... 1/6 pkg. 
Portions Per Package 8 

1/6 pkg. 

Calories 100 
Protein, g 4 
Carbohydrate, g .... .19 
Fat, g . 1 
Sodium, mg 330 

Percentage of U.S. Recommended 
Daily Allowances (U.S. RDA) 

Protein 6 
Vitamin A 2 
Vitamin C . 4 
Thiamin 10 
Riboflavin 6 
Niacin 6 
Calcium 2 
Iron 6 

1/8 pkg. 
plus 

1 tsp. oil 
150 

4 
19 

.' 6 
330 

6 
2 
4 

10 
6 
6 
2 
6 

How to Work Out Food Exchanges Using Nutrition Information Labels 
Use this exchange list for reference: 

Carbohydrate Protein Fat 
Exchange List (grams) (grams) (grams) Calories 
Starch/Bread 15 3 trace 80 
Meat 

Lean — 7 3 55 
Medium-fat — 7 5 75 
High-fat — 7 8 100 

Vegetable 5 2 — 25 
Fruit 15 . _ — 60 
Milk 

Skim 12 8 trace 90 
Low-fat 12 8 5 120 
Whole 12 8 8 150 

Fat — — 5 45 



Use the f o l l owing steps to determine the number of exchanges in one serv ing of the food. The pizza 
label is used as an example. 

One 10-inch Cheese Pizza 
Nutrition Information Per Serving 

Serving size 1/2 pizza 
Servings per container 2 
Calories per serving 450 
Protein 25 g 
Carbohydrates 52 g 
Fat 16 g 

One-half 10-inch Cheese Pizza 
Carbohydrate Protein Fat 

Exchanges (grams) (grams) (grams) 
1) List the grams of carbohydrate, protein and fat per serving 

from the pizza label. 
2) Choose a standard diabetic exchange, half of an exchange or 

multiples of an exchange that best compares to the food 
product. Subtract the grams of protein, carbohydrate and fat 3 starch/ 
found in the standard diabetic exchange(s) from those in the Bread 
food product. In the example, three bread exchanges are 
subtracted. 

3) Evaluate the grams of protein, fat and carbohydrate left 2 Medium-
over. Choose another standard exchange or half an exchange fat meat 
that best compares to the food product and subtract again. In 
the example, two medium-fat meat exchanges* are subtracted. 

4) Repeat steps 2 and 3 until you can no longer subtract a 1 Vegetable 
standard exchange or half an exchange. 
-1 vegetable exchange 
-1 fat exchange 1 Fat 

52 

-0 

2 
-0 

16 

-14 

2 
- 2 

5) As a final check, 1/2 pizza (see label): 
As per exchanges (3 bread, 2 medium-fat meat, 1 vege-
table and 1 fat) 

Calories** Carbohydrate 
450 52g 
460 50g 

0 

Protein 
25g 
25 g 

16 

tr 
16 

- 1 0 

6 
-0 

5 
-5 

0 

Fat 
16g 
16g 

*Select lean, medium-fat or high-fat meat depending on type of meat or cheese in product and number of grams 
of fat per serving. 

**A small negative or positive number after final subtraction is acceptable. 
***Carbohydrate and protein equal 4 calories/gram; fat equals 9 calories/gram. 


