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Understanding Food



Sometimes it’s because although food may be perceived as 

being healthy, it may also be very high in calories and basically, 

the “too many calories in and too few out” rule will always result in 

weight gain.  

Simply put, ”healthy” processed food is not always as healthy 

as it seems…or as claimed!

It could also be because the balance of the different food groups 

consumed is simply not quite right.  The Mediterranean Diet 

inherently balances the food groups to maintain a healthy weight, 

but other ways of eating are often too biased to one food group 

or another.

To provide you with some basic knowledge to help your 

understanding of food generally, the next few pages will give you 

a breakdown of the key food & nutrient groups, as well as 

highlighting some top tips on what’s best to consume and what we 

should avoid – we’re sure it’ll help you as much as it did us…

The Key Food & Nutrients Groups Are :
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Lots of Us “Eat Healthily” But Still Put On Weight.  

How Come?  

Dietary Fibre

Vitamins & Minerals

Fluid

Proteins

Carbohydrates

Dietary Fat



PROTEINS

What proteins do in the body?

Proteins are vital to both the structure of the body and the 

metabolic functions the body carries out.

Structure – protein is a major component of body tissue, such as 

skin and muscle and is therefore essential for growth.

Functions – proteins are also vital for the metabolic operations of 

the human body.  Metabolism is the process by which your body 

converts what you eat and drink into energy.  During this complex 

biochemical process, calories in food and beverages are 

combined with oxygen to release the energy your body needs to 

function.

Good sources of Protein are:

Dairy products including milk, cheese, yogurt

Meat

Eggs

Meat Alternatives; tofu, quorn and falafel

Nuts

Peanuts 

Beans and lentils
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CARBOHYDRATES (Carbs)

Carbohydrates are an important source of energy.  

All carbohydrates are ultimately converted and absorbed into the 

blood in the form of glucose (sugar).  Yes, you read that correctly 

- the body converts all carbs into sugar.  There are two types of 

carbohydrates though, simple and complex.  

Complex carbohydrates take longer to digest and because of 

this, provide a slower more sustained release of energy than 

simple carbohydrates.

Great sources of complex carbs

include, beans, brown rice, chick 

peas, lentils, nuts, oats, root 

vegetables, wholegrain cereals, 

wholegrain pasta and wholegrain 

bread.

Simple carbohydrates include sugar, white rice, white pasta, white 

bread, honey, syrups and fruit juices.  These ‘simple carbs’ should 

be limited or avoided, as these they are easily broken down by 

the body & quickly converted into glucose and cause a spike in 

blood sugar levels.  

Simple carbohydrates also contain a category called “Free 

Sugars”.  Free sugars are all sugars that are added to foods or 

beverages by the manufacturer, or cook, or consumer, plus sugars 

naturally present in honey, syrups and unsweetened fruit juices –

again, these need to be ideally limited or avoided.



It’s important to note though, that sugar has lots of different names 

depending on the source and type of sugar, e.g. lactose (sugar 

found naturally in milk), glucose, fructose(sugar found naturally in 

fruit), sucrose (common sugar) and maltose (found in seeds).

Essentially, the sugar in a bar of chocolate and that in an apple is 

not treated differently by the body.  The difference is that the apple 

will provide other beneficial nutrients to the body such as fibre and 

vitamins, that the chocolate won’t.

However, the most important thing to ensure is that the 

carbohydrates are from complex carb foods and not simple carbs.

At the Mediterranean Way we like to follow science, however, the 

Mediterranean Diet has what’s considered to be a low 

carbohydrate intake of generally about 35% - 40%.  

Think about this though…with 67% of the UK population being 

overweight or obese, do you think the 50% guideline is working?  

No, neither do we…that’s another reason why we recommend The 

Mediterranean Way.
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Recommended Intake of Carbohydrates

The British Nutrition Foundation recommends 

that Carbohydrates make up 50% of calorie 

intake and that ’Free Sugars’ make up no 

more than 5% of calorie intake.  



DIETARY FAT

For so long, “fat” has been vilified as the evil in the food world, but 

it’s really just not that simple.  

Fundamentally, we ALL need fat in our diet to remain healthy, and 

fats play an important role in providing food for cells and 

protecting essential organs by forming a protective layer around 

them, to name just a couple of the functions of fat.

Like carbohydrates, there are different types of fat though.  

Saturated Fat - generally from animals (in meat and dairy products) 

and solid at room temperature

Monounsaturated and Polyunsaturated Fats - found in oils from 

olives and rapeseed; canola, peanut, sunflower and sesame oils 

too; oily fish, avocados, peanut butter, 

nuts and seeds.

In general terms, fats from olive oil, 

nuts, oily fish, avocado, nuts & seeds 

are very beneficial, but fats that are 

derived from animals or manufactured 

sources are not.  This doesn’t mean that 

you can’t eat cheese or meat, just that it needs to be in 

moderation.
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DIETARY FIBRE

As with carbs & fats, there are ‘two types’ of fibre, “Soluble” and 

“Insoluble”, but this time they’re both really valuable to our 

wellbeing.

Soluble Fibre is fibre that can be dissolved in water and includes 

oats, oat cereal, lentils, apples, oranges, pears, oat bran, 

strawberries, nuts, flaxseeds, beans and cucumbers.

Insoluble Fibre, yep you’ve guessed it, is fibre that doesn’t dissolve 

in water. Food like whole wheat, whole grains, whole bran, seeds, 

nuts, barley, couscous, bulgur wheat, celery, broccoli, cabbage, 

onions and tomatoes.

Soluble fibre minimises glucose (sugar) and lipid (fat) absorption, 

helps you stay satiated (fuller for longer) & reduces cholesterol.

Insoluble fibre increases stool weight and reduces intestinal transit 

times reducing constipation, reduces the risk of bowel cancer & 

helps with weight management.

So, we need both and plenty of them

VITAMINS and MINERALS

Vitamins and minerals are essential for many key processes and 

normal functions that are carried out by the body.  There are many 

of each and often they are only required in very small amounts.

A healthy, varied, balanced Mediterranean style diet will provide  

a good range and amount of vitamins and minerals. 
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FLUID

Fluid comes from beverages and food.  Beverage fluid, includes, 

water, tea, coffee, milk, fruit juices and soft drinks, whilst about 20% 

of our fluid intake actually comes from the food we eat.  

Fruit juices and smoothies should be limited to 150ml per day 

because of their natural sugar content, and sugary drinks should 

be avoided completely.

However, the single most important fluid to drink is water and this 

cannot be stressed enough.  The benefits of drinking water include:
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Helps reduce water retention

Helps reduce blood pressure

Eases joint pains

Aids with the elimination of 

harmful substances & toxic 

products

Helps maintain moisture in the 

skin 

Regulates appetite

Aids healthy digestion

Boosts energy levels

Reduces the risk of cancers, 

such as bowel cancer

Maintains kidney function & 

reduces the risk of kidney 

stones

Given all of these benefits isn’t it worth drinking water?  It’s 

recommended that adult men drink 2000ml of water and 

women 1600mls, which, depending on the size of your 

glass, will be about 6 – 8 glasses a day.



SUMMARY

Following the principles of a Mediterranean Diet makes it easy to 

ensure that there is balance between food groups and that the 

right type of food is being eaten for optimum health.  As a reminder 

the key elements of A Mediterranean Diet are:

Mainly plant based, eat mostly whole grains, fruits, vegetables, 

beans, lentils, herbs, spices, nuts and olive oil – providing fibre, 

complex carbohydrates, dietary fat, vitamins & minerals and fluid. 

Twice a week eat seafood, providing protein and essential fatty 

acids, vitamins such as D and B2, as well as an array of minerals.

Full fat dairy & poultry, in moderate portion sizes daily to weekly, 

providing protein, calcium and dietary fat

Red meat, occasionally (monthly),  providing protein, iron, vitamin 

B12, zinc and other nutrients.

Water, as the ‘go to’ drink, but tea, coffee and wine, in moderation 

are included in a Mediterranean Diet.

Sweet treats, reserve these for high days and holidays.

With such an array of ingredients, the potential to create foods 

from around the world in your home is limitless.  

Enjoy Your Food & Enjoy Your Life
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