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UNDERSTANDING THE DR.
BERNSTEIN DIABETES DIET MENU

For millions of people living with type 1
or type 2 diabetes, achieving stable
blood sugar levels can feel like an
endless balancing act. Dr. Richard K.
Bernstein, a physician who himself has
type 1 diabetes, developed a
revolutionary approach to diabetes
management that emphasizes strict
carbohydrate restriction, precise meal
timing, and careful monitoring. The Dr.
Bernstein Diabetes Diet Menu is not
just a list of foods—it is a structured
eating plan designed to keep blood
glucose within a narrow, non-diabetic
range without the dramatic spikes and
crashes that so many patients
experience. Unlike many generic low-
carb diets, Bernstein’'s protocol is
tailored  specifically for diabetics,
focusing on minimizing insulin
requirements and improving insulin
sensitivity. In this article, we will explore
the core principles of the Bernstein diet,
provide a detailed sample menu, and
explain how to build meals that support
stable glucose levels while still enjoying
satisfying, nutrient-rich foods.

THE CORE PRINCIPLES BEHIND
THE BERNSTEIN DIABETES DIET

Before diving into the menu itself, it is
essential to understand why this
approach works. Dr. Bernstein’s
philosophy rests on the observation that

carbohydrates are the primary driver of
blood sugar rises. By drastically reducing
carbohydrate intake—often to as little as
30 grams per day—his patients can
dramatically lower their insulin doses
and achieve near-normal blood sugars.
The diet is not about calorie restriction;
it is about strict carbohydrate control
paired with adequate protein and
healthy fats. Key tenets include:

e Very low carbohydrate intake:
Typically 6 grams at breakfast, 12
grams at lunch, and 12 grams at
dinner, totaling around 30 grams
of digestible carbs per day.

* No added sugars or refined
starches: All forms of sugar,
white flour, rice, potatoes, and
most fruits are eliminated.

e Emphasis on non-starchy
vegetables: Leafy greens,
cruciferous vegetables, and other
low-carb options form the bulk of
plant-based intake.

e Adequate protein: Each meal
includes a portion of lean meat,
poultry, fish, eggs, or tofu to
maintain muscle mass and satiety.

e Healthy fats: Olive oil, avocado,
nuts, seeds, and full-fat dairy (if
tolerated) provide energy and help
slow digestion.

e Consistent meal timing: Eating
three meals a day at roughly the
same times, with no snacks, helps
keep blood sugar patterns
predictable.

By adhering to these rules, many people
with diabetes can achieve fasting blood
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sugars below 90 mg/dL and post-meal
levels rarely exceeding 120 mg/dL—a
stark contrast to the frequent highs and
lows of conventional dietary approaches.

SAMPLE DR. BERNSTEIN
DIABETES DIET MENU FOR ONE
DAY

Below is a typical day of eating on the
Bernstein plan. Portions are carefully
measured to keep total carbohydrates
within the target range. The specific
items can be swapped with equivalent
options from the approved list, but the
carbohydrate count must be preserved.

Breakfast
(Approximately 6
grams of
carbohydrates)

e Eggs and vegetables: 2 or 3
large eggs scrambled with 1 cup of
chopped spinach and 1 tablespoon
of butter or coconut oil.

e Low-carb “bread” alternative:
One thin slice of almond flour
bread or a small low-carb tortilla
(check label for net carbs, should
be around 2-3 grams).

* Beverage: Unsweetened coffee or
tea with heavy cream or
unsweetened almond milk (1
tablespoon).

e Optional: A small handful of
blueberries (about 1/4 cup,
containing roughly 2 grams net
carbs) for a touch of flavor, but
many patients skip fruit entirely.

Total estimated carbs: 6 grams

Lunch
(Approximately
12 grams of
carbohydrates)

e Protein: 6 ounces of grilled
chicken breast, baked salmon, or
lean beef patty.

e Non-starchy vegetables: A large
salad made with 2 cups mixed
greens, 1/2 cup cucumber, 1/2 cup
cherry tomatoes, and 1/4 avocado,
drizzled with 2 tablespoons of olive
oil and vinegar or lemon juice.

e Side: 1/2 cup of steamed broccoli
or cauliflower with a pat of butter.

e Bread optional: If desired, one
small slice of low-carb bread (2-3
grams carbs) may be added, but
many omit it.

Total estimated carbs: 11-13 grams

Dinner
(Approximately
12 grams of
carbohydrates)

* Protein: 6 ounces of roasted pork
loin, grilled shrimp, or baked white
fish.

e Vegetable sides: 1 cup of
sautéed zucchini and yellow
squash with garlic and olive ail,
plus a side of roasted asparagus
(about 6 spears).

e Salad: A small side salad of 1 cup

2 Dr Bernstein Diabetes Diet Menu

2022-12-22



Dr Bernstein Diabetes Diet Menu 3

romaine lettuce with 1 tablespoon
of homemade dressing (oil and
vinegar).

» Dessert (optional): A small bowl
of sugar-free gelatin with 1
tablespoon of whipped cream
(check for added carbs in
sweeteners).

Total estimated carbs: 11-13 grams
Evening Option
(if needed for

early bedtime)

Some followers prefer a very light
“snack” before bed to prevent the dawn
phenomenon, but typical Bernstein
advice discourages snacks. If necessary,
a small piece of cheese (e.g., 1 oz
cheddar) or a few almonds can be
consumed, adding about 1-2 grams of
carbs.

FOODS ALLOWED AND FOODS TO
AVOID

Approved Foods

To stay within the daily carb limit, the
Bernstein diet prioritizes protein, fat, and
non-starchy vegetables. The following
items form the foundation of the menu:

e Proteins: Beef, lamb, pork,
poultry, fish, shellfish, eggs, tofu,
tempeh, and low-carb protein
powders.

* Non-starchy vegetables:
Spinach, kale, arugula, lettuce,
Swiss chard, bok choy, broccoli,
cauliflower, cabbage, Brussels
sprouts, zucchini, cucumber, bell
peppers, mushrooms, asparagus,

green beans, celery, radishes.

e Fats: Butter, ghee, olive oil,
coconut oil, avocado oil, lard,
tallow, mayonnaise (no added
sugar), heavy cream, sour cream,
cream cheese.

e Dairy (in small amounts): Hard
cheeses (cheddar, Swiss,
parmesan), soft cheeses (brie,
mozzarella), plain Greek yogurt
(full-fat, unsweetened, limited to
1/4 cup).

* Nuts and seeds (measured):
Almonds, walnuts, pecans,
macadamia nuts, pumpkin seeds,
sunflower seeds (1 ounce or about
a small handful).

» Berries (occasional):
Blueberries, strawberries,
blackberries (1/4 cup per serving,
counted as 2-3 grams carbs).

* Beverages: Water, unsweetened
tea, coffee, seltzer, bone broth.

Foods to Avoid

The following items are strictly limited or
completely eliminated because they
contain too many digestible
carbohydrates that spike blood sugar:

e All added sugars: White sugar,
brown sugar, honey, maple syrup,
agave, high-fructose corn syrup,
fruit juice, soda, candy, desserts.

e Starchy vegetables: Potatoes,
sweet potatoes, corn, peas,
parsnips, and most winter
squashes (except spaghetti squash
in small amounts).

e Grains: Wheat, rice, oats, barley,
quinoa, millet, pasta, bread
(except specific low-carb
varieties), crackers, cereals,
tortillas (unless low-carb).

e Fruit (most): Bananas, apples,



oranges, grapes, mango,
pineapple, dried fruit, fruit
smoothies. Only small portions of
lower-sugar berries are allowed
occasionally.

e Legumes: Beans (black, kidney,
pinto), chickpeas, lentils, soybeans
(edamame is borderline due to
carbs).

e High-carb condiments: Ketchup,
barbecue sauce, teriyaki sauce,
honey mustard, sweet pickles,
chutneys.

¢ Alcoholic beverages (most):
Beer, sweet wine, sugary cocktails.
Dry wine or spirits in moderation
may be used with caution.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR FOLLOWING
A DR. BERNSTEIN DIABETES DIET
MENU

Measure and
Track Everything

Success on this diet requires precision,
especially in the beginning. Use a food
scale, measuring cups, and a
carbohydrate tracking app (like
Cronometer or MyFitnessPal) to ensure
you stay under your daily carb target.
Over time, many people become adept
at eyeballing portions, but initial
discipline pays off.

Understand Net
Carbs vs. Total
Carbs

Dr. Bernstein focuses on digestible (net)
carbohydrates, which is total

carbohydrates minus fiber and sugar
alcohols that do not affect blood glucose.
However, some sugar alcohols (like
maltitol) can still raise blood sugar, so it
is wise to use products with erythritol,
stevia, or allulose. Always check
ingredient labels.

Customize for
Your Glucose
Response

No two individuals with diabetes react
identically to foods. Use a continuous
glucose monitor (CGM) or frequent
fingerstick checks to identify which
approved foods cause an unexpected
spike. Some people find that certain
nuts, dairy, or even eggs can trigger a
mild rise. Adjust your menu accordingly.

Plan for Dining
Out

The Bernstein diet menu can be adapted
for restaurants. Choose grilled protein,
double vegetables instead of starches,
request dressing on the side, and avoid
bread baskets and desserts. Many
steakhouses and seafood restaurants are
accommodating.

Avoid Common
Pitfalls

e Too much protein: While protein
is allowed, excessive amounts can
be converted to glucose via
gluconeogenesis. Stick to
moderate portions (4-6 ounces per
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meal).
Hidden carbs in sauces and

sugars consistently in a normal
range.

gravies: Always ask for sauces on
the side or use simple oil and
vinegar.

e Not enough electrolytes: Low-
carb diets can cause a loss of

Considerations

e Strictness can be challenging

sodium, potassium, and socially anld ,
magnesium. Drink salted broth, psychologically—requires strong
commitment.

eat leafy greens, and consider

supplementation if needed. e Risk of nutrient deficiencies if

variety is limited; focus on
nutrient-dense vegetables and
supplements (e.g., magnesium,
vitamin D) as needed.

e Possible initial side effects of low-
carb adaptation: “keto flu”

Benefits
(headache, fatigue, irritability) for

e Improved blood glucose control a few days to a week.
with fewer highs and lows. * Not suitable for everyone,

* Reduced reliance on insulin and especially individuals with eating
oral hypoglycemic agents (under disorders, advanced kidney
medical supervision). disease, or those taking certain

» Weight loss, especially initial water medications that require
weight and then steady fat loss. carbohydrate intake. Always

* Better energy and mental clarity consult a healthcare professional

for many individuals. before starting.
e Reduced risk of diabetic

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND
CONSIDERATIONS

complications by keeping blood ADAPTING




