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Enjoying a healthy diet is all about

getting the  
balance right



Food, nutrition and exercise are crucial to our general health and wellbeing. 
Making the right choices of food and drinks and taking regular exercise can 
protect against coronary heart disease, type 2 diabetes and many common 
cancers.
In spite of confusing publicity, there is wide agreement among experts on what is a healthy 
approach to eating. However, many myths and misconceptions about healthy eating remain.

Modern living –  
Getting the balance

What it is not about
• Cutting out tasty food.

• Going hungry.

• Having to become super fit.

• Not enjoying food.

What it is about
• Making small gradual changes.

• Eating more of some items and
less of others.

• Planning your food shopping in
advance.

• Using healthier cooking practices.

• Enjoying your food and being
active.

Other benefits 
• Makes us look and feel better.

• Gives us lots more energy.

• Boosts confidence.

• Improves body shape and weight
control.

• Lifts our mood and helps
to reduce stress
and anxiety.

Introducing a healthier lifestyle
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Healthy eating and drinking is the cornerstone of a 
healthy lifestyle for you and your family.

1 Enjoy a variety of different foods.

2 Eat plenty of foods rich in starch 
and fibre.

3 Aim for at least five fruit and 
vegetable portions a day.

4 Include some protein foods such as 
meat, fish or alternatives like pulses 
and beans.

5 Include some lower-fat milk and 
dairy foods.

6 Eat fatty and sugary foods sparingly.

7 Good dental hygiene reduces 
tooth decay.

8 Try to cut down on salt – limit 
processed food and salt added 
during cooking and at the table.

9 Drink plenty of fluid – 6-8 cups/
glasses a day.

10 Handle food hygienically – visit 
www.nhs.uk/Livewell/homehygiene 
for more information.

KEY TIPS

DID YOU
KNOW?

Enjoying a  
healthy lifestyle

Keeping physically 
active can prevent 
major illnesses and 

is the basis for a 
healthier lifestyle. 
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Food energy is measured 
in calories. If we have more 
calories than our body needs 
it is stored as fat and we put 
on weight. Being too fat or too 
thin is not good for our health.

Energy balance – 
healthy weight

Most people eat 
more fat than they 

need.

Fat has double the 
number of calories 

as the same 
weight of starch or 

protein.

The maximum 
amount of fat 
suggested per 

day is about 70g 
in total of which 
saturates should 

be 20g.

There are some 
essential fats 
which are as 

important to us 
as vitamins.

DID YOU
KNOW?

1 To lose weight you need to have fewer 
calories.

2 Being physically active helps us keep to a 
healthy weight.

3 Drink a large glass of water before 
you eat.

4 Minimise your sugar and sugary drink intake. 

5 Go easy on alcohol.

6 Fill up on fruit and vegetables.

7 Reduce the number of take-aways and 
processed foods you have.

8 Protein rich foods tend to make people feel 
fuller for longer compared with other foods. 

9 Read food labels to help you make 
healthier food and drink choices.

KEY TIPS FOR 
WEIGHT LOSS

Types of fat

The fat we eat is a mixture of three 
main kinds:

Saturates 
Mono-unsaturates 
Poly-unsaturates

Certain types of fat can raise the 
level of cholesterol in the blood, 
increasing the risk of heart disease. 
These are predominantly saturated 
fats. Fats that are solid at room 
temperature, contain the most 
saturates.

Monounsaturated fats are found in 
olive oil, avocado and nuts. These 
have been found to help reduce 
blood cholesterol. Animal fats are 
commonly referred to as ‘saturated’, 
but less than half of all fatty acids 
in meats are saturated. Overall, 
lean red meat contains similar 
proportions of monounsaturated fat 
and saturated fat.

Other types of fat may help to 
protect against heart disease. 
These are a particular type of 
essential fatty acid called omega 3 
polyunsaturates.

Eating oil rich fish, such as kippers, 
mackerel, fresh tuna and salmon, 
once a week, provides a good 
source of essential fatty acids.

* Taken from NHS Choices.4
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No single food contains all the nutrients we need for good health, so try to eat 
a wide variety of different foods each day. By choosing different foods from 
the five food groups most people will get all the nutrients their bodies need.

Eat a variety of 
different foods

Food Groups

The five food groups are:

Fruit and vegetables

Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and 
other starchy carbohydrates

Beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat 
and other proteins

Dairy and alternatives

Oils and spreads

The Eatwell Guide on the centre 
page, shows what proportion of 
your diet should come from each 
food group.  This is described in 
the diagram on the right.  You 
do not need to achieve this at 
every meal, just try to get this 
balance through your daily diet. 

Using vitamin and mineral 
supplements is not a replacement 
for good eating habits. Fruit and 
vegetables are good sources of 
vitamins and minerals thought 
to be protective against cancer, 
heart disease and the ageing 
process.

8%
1%

40%
38%

12%
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Fruit and vegetables are low in fat and 
calories. Just over a third of our total food 
intake should come from this group. This 
group includes all fresh, frozen, canned and 
dried fruit, fruit juice and vegetables.

1 Eat at least five portions of fruit 
and vegetables a day.

2 Try to eat some fruit and 
vegetables at every meal.

3 Have salads with meals.

4 Have fresh and dried fruit as 
snacks and with breakfast cereals.

5 Have raw vegetables and 
vegetable sticks as snacks.

6 Have fruit based desserts such as 
berries with a spoonful of Greek 
yogurt, pineapple with lime zest 
and mint, fruit skewers.

KEY TIPS

Apple
Apple juice*
Apricots
Aubergine 
Avocado
Banana
Blueberries
Broccoli
Cabbage
Carrot
Cauliflower
Cucumber
Dates
Fruit salad
Grapes

Fruit and  
vegetables

Types of food in this group

Kiwi
Lettuce
Mango
Orange juice*
Pears
Pineapple
Plums
Raisins 
Raspberries
Rhubarb
Satsumas
Strawberries
Sweetcorn
Tomatoes
Vegetable soup
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Vitamin tips 

• Frozen vegetables are really useful and nutritious.

• Soaking vegetables in water leaches out the vitamins.

• Green leafy vegetables are a good source of folate.

• Folate is particularly important for women who are
planning a pregnancy or who are pregnant.

Portions guide 

• 1 medium piece of fruit e.g. an apple, banana, orange,
pear or peach.

• A small/dessert bowl of salad.

• 3 tbsp (80g) of raw, cooked, frozen or canned
vegetables.

• 1 slice of large fruit including pineapple or melon.

• A small glass (150ml) of fruit juice*.

• 2-3 tbsp fresh fruit salad, stewed or fruit canned in
natural juice.

• ½ grapefruit/avocado.

• 2 plums.

• 6 strawberries.

• 1 cupful or a handful of grapes, cherries and berries.

• 1 tbsp (30g) dried fruit (raisins, apricots etc).

Potatoes and nuts 
are not included

in this group.

The soluble 
fibre in fruit and 

vegetables
may help to 

reduce blood 
cholesterol.

Fruit juice and 
smoothies can 
be included as 
a portion in this 

group.*

Serve side salads 
as starters or to 
accompany hot 

dishes.

Main nutrients 

Vitamins A and C

Carotenes

Folate

Fibre

Some carbohydrate

Potassium

Cooking tips 

• Steam or poach vegetables for a short time to retain
nutrients, as well as the fresh taste.

• With the left-over water, make soup or stock to
retain the valuable leached nutrients.

• Stir fry mixed vegetables in the minimum amount of
oil and serve crisp.

• Add plenty of fresh, frozen, canned or dried
vegetables to casseroles, stews and mince dishes.

• Serve side salads as starters or to accompany hot
dishes.

DID YOU
KNOW?

*A 150ml glass of fruit juice or smoothie counts as a maximum of one portion a day.
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Starchy foods like potatoes, bread, rice 
and pasta should be the main part of 
most meals and snacks. They should be 
the main source of energy in our diets. 
Contrary to popular belief this group of 
foods are not high in calories. Just over 
a third of our total food intake should 
come from this group.

1 Try different breads such as seeded, whole-
meal and granary. 

2 Choose wholegrain varieties of bread and 
cereals.

3 If you have chips, make your own potato 
wedges or opt for thick cut, low-fat 
oven chips.

4 Try to avoid honey-coated or sugared varieties 
when choosing breakfast cereals.

5 You can purchase high fibre white versions of 
bread and pasta to help increase fibre intake.

KEY TIPS

French stick
Fruit scone
Jacket potato
Muesli
New potatoes
Oat cakes
Porridge
Rice
Ryvita

Spaghetti
Tagliatelle
Tri-colour pasta twists
White crusty bread roll
Wholemeal bread
Wholemeal breakfast cereal
Wholemeal chapatti
Wholemeal pitta

Potatoes, bread, 
rice, pasta 

Types of food in this group

and other starchy foods
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Main nutrients 

Carbohydrate (starch)

Fibre

Some calcium and iron

B vitamins

Vitamin E 

Cooking tips 

• Potatoes can be boiled, baked or microwaved.

• Use potatoes to thicken soups, casseroles, stews or mince dishes.

• Noodles, rice and pasta can be served hot or cold with a salad.

• Allow extra cooking time for brown rice.

Portions guide 

• 1 egg-sized potato.

• 1 small pitta or chapatti.

• 1 bagel.

• 3 tbsp breakfast cereal flakes e.g. wheatflakes or branflakes.

• 1 wholewheat cereal biscuit e.g. Weetabix or Shredded Wheat.

• 2 tbsp cooked rice, pasta or noodles.

• 2 tbsp of cooked couscous.

• 2 tbsp uncooked oats or muesli.

• 3 crackers.

Keep starchy 
carbohydrates healthy 
– choose high-fibre and

wholegrain varieties
and enjoy them without 
adding sugary or fatty 
toppings or spreads.

Wholegrain varieties 
have the added 

benefit of containing 
dietary fibre and are 

more filling.

The insoluble fibre 
from starchy foods 
helps to prevent 
constipation and 
reduces the risk 

of some intestinal 
disorders.

The soluble fibre 
in oats may help 

reduce blood 
cholesterol.

DID YOU
KNOW?
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Enjoying a healthy diet is all about

getting the  
balance right

1 Eat at least 5 portions of a variety of fruit and 
vegetables every day.

2 Base meals on potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and 
other starchy carbohydrates - choose wholegrain 
versions where possible.

3 Have some dairy or dairy alternatives (such as 
soya drinks) - choose lower fat and lower sugar 
options.

4 Eat some beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and 
other proteins (including 2 portions of fish every 
week, one of which should be oily).

5 Choose unsaturated oils and spreads and eat in 
small amounts.

6 Drink 6 to 8 cups/glasses of fluid a day.

7 Only have foods and drinks high in fat, salt or 
sugar in small amounts and less often.

KEY TIPS
To make healthy eating easier

Crisps

Raisins

Frozen
peas

Lentils

Soya
drink

Cous

Cous

pasta

Whole
wheat

Bagels

Porridge

Low fat
soft cheese

Tuna

Plain
s peas

Chick

Semi

milk
skimmed

Chopped
tomatoes

lower
salt
and
sugar

Beans

Whole

grain
cereal

Potatoes

Spaghetti

Low fat
Plain

yoghurt

Lean
mince

Lower fat
spread

Sauce

Oil
Veg

Rice

Source: Public Health England in association with the Welsh government, Food Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland

Eat less often and
in small amounts

Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy
carbohydrates

Fr
ui

t a
nd

 ve
getables 

Oil & spreads

Choose unsaturated oils 
and use in small amounts

Dairy and alternatives
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and
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Beans

Whole

grain
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Potatoes
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Low fat
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Lean
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Lower fat
spread

Sauce
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Source: Public Health England in association with the Welsh government, Food Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland

Eat less often and
in small amounts

  Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates

Fr
ui
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d
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getables

Oil & spreads

Choose unsaturated oils 
and use in small amounts

Dairy and alternatives

Public Health England in association with the Welsh government, Food 
Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency in Northern Ireland   

(c) Crown Copyright 2016



These are good sources of protein, vitamins
and minerals, particularly iron. Pulses such
as peas, beans and lentils, and nuts also
contain dietary fibre. Many foods contain iron, 
but meat is the most effective source of iron 
in the diet. Vitamin C found in many fruits and 
green leafy vegetables, helps the absorption 
of iron from all sources.

Almonds
Baked beans
Beef steak
Black eyed beans
Brazil nuts
Butter beans

Beans, pulses, 
fish, eggs, meat

Types of food in this group

Cashew nuts
Chicken breast
Cooked ham (lean sliced)
Eggs
Fish fingers
Kidney beans
Lamb leg
Lean cubed lamb kebab
Mackerel 
Mince 
Peanut butter
Pork chops
Pork sausages
Red lentils
Salmon
Sardines
Tuna

and other proteins

1 Try to have a variety of fresh lean 
meats (beef, pork and lamb) rather 
than processed types, and remember 
to combine with vegetables.

2 Go for a variety of poultry (chicken 
and turkey), without the skin, as it is 
lower in fat.

3 Eat fish at least twice a week with one 
portion of oily fish such as mackerel, 
sardines or salmon.*

4 Beans, peas and lentils (all pulses) 
are good alternatives to meat or 
combined with a meat dish to make it 
go further.

KEY TIPS

*For more information on recommended
limits for children and pregnant/breastfeeing 
women, visit www.nhs.uk/livewell and 
search for fish.  

See www.msc.org for guidance on 
sustainability sourced fish.12



13

Cooking tips 

• Cut the visible fat off meats.

• Skim gravies and sauces to remove
any excess fat.

• Roast meat on a metal rack above a
roasting tin, so fat can run off.

• Add pulses such as peas, beans and
lentils to casseroles, stews and mince
dishes.

• Pulses and nuts can be added to
salads.

Portions guide 

• 2-3oz or 70g of cooked lean red
meat.

• 4-6oz (100-150g) cooked fish.

• 1-2 eggs.

• 3 tbsp peas, beans or lentils
(cooked).

• 2 tbsp peanut butter or nuts.

Main nutrients 

Protein
Iron
B vitamins, especially B12

Vitamin D
Zinc
Magnesium
Selenium
Copper
Omega 3 fatty acids 

Shopping tips 

• Choose trimmed, lean or extra lean
varieties of meat.

• Pick up fish and shellfish last and
take it straight home. Fish and
shellfish go off very quickly when
they’re out of the fridge.

Hygiene tips 

• Separate raw and cooked meats and
always store cooked above raw in
the fridge.

• Wash your hands before and after
handling any raw or cooked meat,
poultry or fish.

• Use separate cutting boards, knives,
plates, etc. for preparing raw and
cooked food.

Pulses are low in fat, 
high in fibre, protein 

and vitamins and 
minerals.

Red meat contains 
iron, zinc and  

B vitamins. A lack 
of iron can cause 

anaemia.

Fish, particularly 
shellfish, is also a 
good source of 

selenium.

Oil rich fish contains a 
type of fat, called  

Omega 3, which may 
help reduce the risk of 

heart disease.

It’s important  
to offer a range of 

different foods to give 
children and young 

adults all the vitamins 
and minerals their 

body needs.

DID YOU
KNOW?
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These are good sources of protein, vitamins 
and minerals and provide most of our 
calcium. This group is particularly important 
for growing children and is essential for 
healthy teeth and bones.

Cheddar
Cheese spread
Cottage cheese
Fromage frais
Low-fat fruit yogurt
Low-fat soft cheese
Milkshake
Natural yogurt

Dairy and 
alternatives

Types of food in this group

Milk
Soft cheese
Yogurt drink
Fortified non-dairy 
alternatives such as soya 
milk or yogurt, vegan 
cheese

1 Go for semi-skimmed or skimmed 
milk. 

2 Choose reduced fat or lower fat and 
lower sugar options when possible.

3 Try to have some milk and dairy food 
(or fortified alternatives) every day.

KEY TIPS
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Main nutrients 

Calcium

Protein

Vitamins A, B2, B12 and D

Zinc

Cooking tips 

• Grate cheese rather than using it in chunks to make it go further.

• Try using low-fat milk in sauces, milk puddings,
custard and other recipes.

Portions guide 

• pint (200ml) low-fat milk.

• Small (6oz, 150g) pot of yogurt or fromage frais.

• 1oz (25g) matchbox size piece of hard cheese.

• Small (4oz, 100g) pot of cottage cheese or quark.

Calcium along with 
physical activity can 

strengthen your bones. 
Start weight-bearing 

exercises such as walking 
and hiking to maintain 

bone strength. 

Vitamin D helps to 
regulate the amount 

of calcium in the body 
for healthy bones, teeth and 
muscles.  In the UK, it is often 

difficult to get enough vitamin D 
from food and sunlight alone, 
so a daily supplement may 
be needed.  Speak to your 

pharmacist for more 
information.

Choose low-fat varieties 
of milk and dairy foods. 

These contain all the 
important nutrients as 

full-fat versions -they just 
contain less fat. 

DID YOU
KNOW?
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Although some fat in the diet is essential, generally we are eating too much 
saturated fat and need to have less. Unsaturated fats are healthier.  They are 
usually oils that come from plants, for example vegetable, rapeseed and olive oil. 
It is important to get most of our fat from unsaturated oils.

Choosing lower fat spreads, as opposed to butter, is a good way to reduce your 
saturated fat intake.

Remember that all types of fat are high in energy and should be limited.

Oils and 
spreads

1 Try grilling, baking or microwaving rather than 
frying.

2 Opt for healthier oils like olive oil and rapeseed 
oil when cooking, in place of margarine, butter 
or lard.

3 Always drain or skim any excess fat or blot with a 
paper towel.

COOKING TIPS

16
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Much of what we eat is in the form of 
dishes or meals that have more than 
one kind of food item in them. For 
example pizza, curries, pies, lasagne and 
sandwiches are all made of ingredients 
from more than one food group. To get 
the balance right, choose meals  where 
the main ingredients are healthy choices 
as described throughout this booklet.

A ham, cheese and mushroom pizza contains 
items from the main four food groups.

Dough base – potatoes, bread, rice pasta and 
other starchy carbohydrate group

Mushroom and tomato purée – from the fruit 
and vegetable group

Cheese – from the dairy group

Ham – from the beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat 
and sources of protein group

The proportion of mushrooms and tomato, 
relative to the other ingredients is small. If 
the pizza was eaten with additional ‘fruit and 
vegetable’ foods, such as a mixed salad, and 
followed by a piece of fresh fruit it would 
improve the balance of the meal.

Breakfast
Poach your eggs for breakfast 
instead of frying.

Lunch
Use wholemeal, wholegrain and 
brown bread in place of white 
for added fibre.

Dinner
Grill or BBQ your steak and 
replace the chips and onion 
rings with greens and a piping 
hot baked potato.

Composite 
foods

Ham, cheese and mushroom pizza

Putting healthy eating into practice

Remember to always include fruit and vegetables with your 
meals and use these as snacks to fill you up between meals, 
if needed.
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Shopping tips 

• Check the label for hidden fats in biscuits, cakes
confectionery, and ready-made sauces.

• Buy fresh, plain frozen, or canned
‘with no salt/sugar added’ fruit and vegetables.

Food labels  

Understanding food labels is helpful when you are 
trying to eat healthily. A lot of supermarkets use colour 
coded front-of-pack labels which help you to identify 
foods that have a high, medium or low content of 
fats, saturates, sugars and salt. Pick products with more 
low and medium amounts of sugars, fats and salt for 
a healthier choice.  Reading and comparing the food 
labels will help you make a healthier choice.

6.8g

Foods high in fat, salt and sugar
This includes products such as chocolate, cakes, biscuits, full-sugar 
soft drinks, butter and ice-cream. These foods are not needed, 
so should be included less often and in small amounts. Food and 
drinks high in fat and sugar contain lots of energy, particularly 
when you have large servings. Check the label and avoid foods 
which are high in fat, salt and sugar!

Sugar
• Sugary foods and drinks increase your risk of obesity and tooth

decay.
• Many packaged food and drinks contain surprisingly high

amounts of free sugars* including some breakfast cereals, 
yoghurts and fruit juice drinks.

*Free sugars are any sugars added to food or drinks, or found
naturally in honey, syrups and unsweetened fruit juices. 

Other  
considerations

Salt
• Eating too much salt can raise your blood pressure, which

increases your risk of developing heart disease or stroke.
• Many people in the UK eat too much salt and need to cut

down. Adults should eat no more than 6g of salt a day 
and children even less.

• 6g of salt is about 1 teaspoonful.
• It’s not just the salt you add to your food - most of the

salt we eat is already in everyday foods such as bread,
breakfast cereal, pasta sauce and soup. Therefore,
checking the label and choosing food lower in salt is one
of the best ways to cut down.

1 Be sure to check the label and choose foods lower in 
sugar.

2 Swap sugary drinks for water, lower fat milk or sugar 
free drinks.

3 Gradually reduce the amount of sugar in hot drinks 
and on breakfast cereals until you can cut it out 
altogether.

TOP TIPS

1 When cooking, replace salt with pepper, herbs 
and spices to add flavour to your favourite dishes.

2 Always taste food before adding salt.

TOP TIPS
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Fluid
The importance of fluid for health is often 
overlooked. Water is the principal component 
of the body and needed for all vital functions.
However, we do not have to consume fluid as 
water. It can be taken as preferred: tea, coffee, 
low-fat milk, or unsweetened soft drinks.
• Drink extra before, during and after exercise.
• Drink plenty of non alcoholic fluids – 6-8 

cups or glasses a day. 

Did you know? 
An average adult needs about 1.5-2 litres of 
fluid per day. This is about 6-8 cups, mugs or 
glasses depending on the size.

Alcohol
Alcohol also contains lots of calories and should be limited to 14 
units per week for men and women.  You are safest not to drink 
regularly more than 14 units per week, to keep risks from drinking 
alcohol to a low level.  
• If you do drink as much as 14 units per week, it is best to spread 

this evenly over 3 days or more. If you have one or two heavy 
drinking sessions, you increase your risks of death from long term 
illnesses, accidents and injuries. 

• The risk of developing a range of illnesses (including, mouth, 
throat and breast cancers) increases with any amount you drink on 
a regular basis. 

• If you wish to cut down the amount you’re drinking, a good way 
to help achieve this is to have several drink-free days each week.

Exercise
Exercise benefits every part of your body, including the mind. By 
keeping fit and active improvements can be shown in your heart 
and circulation, weight management and a reduction in the risk of 
certain cancers. 
• Make small changes to your daily routine such as using stairs 

instead of the lift, or walking instead of taking the bus.
• If you haven’t exercised for a while then build up slowly to a 

regular routine.
• Aim for 30 minutes of moderate activity five times a week. Shorter 

sessions e.g. 15 minutes can also be beneficial.
• Try doing moderate regular activity such as brisk walking, cycling, 

dancing or gardening and get others involved.
 
Did you know?
Exercise also helps relieve stress, makes us sleep better,  
enhances mood and slows-down the effects of ageing.
By exercising regularly and making positive changes to your  
diet you can get the balance right to achieve better health.

7 glasses (175ml) of 13% ABV wine

7 pints of 4% lager or ale

14 measures (25ml) of 40% spirits

source: www.drinkaware.co.uk

14 UNITS OF ALCOHOL EQUALS
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Further information about diet and health can be 
obtained from:

www.foodstandards.gov.scot

www.eatbetterfeelbetter.co.uk

www.nhsinform.co.uk

www.nhs.uk/livewell
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The food selection guide in this leaflet is based on ‘The Eatwell Guide’ produced by Public Health England in association with the Welsh Government, Food Standards Scotland and the Food Standards Agency 
in Northern Ireland.

This information was developed by Quality Meat Scotland and reviewed by NDR-UK with the support of Registered Dietitians and other relevant health professionals. At the time of publication the information 
contained within the leaflet was, to the best of our knowledge, correct and up-to-date. Always consult a suitably qualified dietitian and/or your GP on health problems. NDR-UK cannot be held responsible for 
how clients/patients interpret and use the information within this resource. Visit www.ndr-uk.org for more information and to contact the team on the development and evidence supporting this resource.

© NDR-UK Ref 9007 Update: 08/16
Next review: 08/19
To re-order visit www.ndr-uk.org and follow instructions

NDR-UK – the UK’s practitioner-led nutrition and diet resource provider.
Registered charity number SC041043, company number SC364677.


