
Patient Information    

Dietetics 
 

Dietary management of reactive 
hypoglycaemia (low blood sugar) 
 

This leaflet is for people who have reactive hypoglycaemia. It explains the 
risks of low blood sugar, what to eat, and how to prevent and manage 
symptoms.  

 

What is reactive hypoglycaemia? 

Hypoglycaemia is the medical term for low blood sugar. Reactive 
hypoglycaemia, sometimes called postprandial hypoglycaemia, is when 
blood sugar drops too low 1 to 4 hours after eating a meal, snack or drink 
that contains carbohydrate. 

Reactive hypoglycaemia can be a complication after bariatric surgery.  
 

Symptoms of reactive hypoglycaemia 

If you notice any of the following symptoms within 1 to 4 hours after eating, 
you may be having reactive hypoglycaemia:  

• Feeling sweaty  

• Feeling weak  

• Feeling shaky  

• Feeling confused  

• Dizziness or light headedness  

• Feeling more hungry than usual 

• Feeling worried, agitated or irritable 

• Trembling  

• Loss of coordination (ataxia) 

• Slurred speech  

• Fast or irregular heartbeat (palpitations) 



Patient Information   

 

Dietary management of reactive hypoglycaemia (low blood sugar)            www.uhcw.nhs.uk   2 

Why reactive hypoglycaemia happens 

When you eat foods containing carbohydrates, your body breaks them 
down into glucose (sugar), which is the main source of energy. Your body 
produces insulin to help use this sugar for energy. 

 

In some people, the body makes too much insulin when blood sugar levels 
rise. This can cause blood sugar levels to drop too low a few hours after 
eating. This is called reactive hypoglycaemia. The exact cause of this is 
still unclear.  

 

Carbohydrates are found in the following foods:  

• Starchy foods  

Potatoes, bread, pasta, rice, noodles, couscous, oats, corn, chapatis, 

breakfast cereals, yam, sweet potato, plantain, flour and foods made 

with flour (such as pizza, pastry, crackers, biscuits, buns, thickened 

sauces and soups).    

• Sugary foods  

Glucose, sugar (white and brown), honey, syrup, jam, fizzy drinks (with 

sugar), squashes, jelly, sweet puddings, custard, ice cream, cakes, 

biscuits, sweets, chocolate and other confectionery.  

• Dairy foods  

Milk (cow’s, goat’s, or sheep’s), yoghurts and fromage frais. 

• Fruit 

All types of fruit, including fresh, dried, tinned or frozen. 

 

How to treat reactive hypoglycaemia 

The best treatment is prevention. 

 

If you have reactive hypoglycaemia, it is important to choose foods that do 
not cause blood sugar to rise too quickly. Try to avoid sugary foods (simple 
carbohydrates) and instead choose complex carbohydrates, which are 
broken down more slowly.  
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Examples:  

Simple carbohydrates (to avoid) Complex carbohydrates  

• Biscuits and cakes 

• Sweets and chocolates 

• Ice cream, full sugar jellies 

• Lucozade, full sugar drinks, 

sports and energy drinks 

• Pure fruit juices and smoothies 

• Granary bread, pitta bread, rye 
or wholegrain bread or 
crackers 

• Sweet potatoes or new 
potatoes (with the skin on)  

• Buckwheat, bulgur wheat, 
couscous  

• Basmati rice  

• Lentils, beans, pulses (like 
baked beans, chickpeas, 
kidney beans)  

• High fibre cereals (like oats, 
Bran Flakes, Fruit and fibre, 
Oatibix) 

 

Dietary management tips for reactive hypoglycaemia  

Frequent small meals 

• Eat small, regular balanced meals. This helps keep steady blood sugar 

levels.  

 

Balanced meals 
Include foods from all the following food groups: 

• Protein: 

Including a source of protein with each meal or snack can slow down 

digestion and help stabilise blood sugar levels. Examples include: 

• Lean meats, fish, eggs 

• Beans, pulses, tofu, tempeh, Quorn 

• Nuts, seeds 

• Apple slices with peanut butter 

• Wholegrain crackers with cheese 

• Greek yoghurt with nuts  

 

• High-fibre foods:  

Fruit and vegetables that are high in fibre slow down sugar absorption.  
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• Complex carbohydrates: 

Choose small portions of complex carbohydrates instead of simple ones 

(see the list above).   

 

Avoid alcohol 

• Limit or avoid alcohol, as it can cause unpredictable changes in blood 

sugar levels. 

 

Stay hydrated: 

• Drink plenty of fluids throughout the day. Water is best, but sugar-free 

hot or cold drinks are also suitable. 

• Dehydration can affect blood sugar levels. 

 

High protein and low GI meal ideas 

 

Main meals:  

• 2 wholegrain crackers with low-fat cheese spread or peanut butter 

• ½ small baked potato (or sweet potato) with 1 small tin of baked beans 

or 2 tablespoons of low-fat cottage cheese  

• Half a wholemeal wrap with hummus for dipping and cherry tomatoes  

• 1 slice of granary toast with ½ tin of baked beans or 1 poached or 

scrambled egg  

• 2-egg omelette with poached mushrooms and grated cheese, tuna, or 

sliced ham  

• Lentil and bean soup 

• Granary toast with a poached egg or grilled bacon  

• Chilli con carne with red kidney beans, served with wholegrain rice, 

basmati rice or bulgur wheat 

• Dhal with basmati rice 

• Chicken curry with basmati rice and salad  

• Falafel with khubz and salad  

• Okra with basmati rice and salad  
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Snack ideas:  

• A small apple, 2 apricots, a handful of berries, 2 satsumas, a small 

banana, a large orange, 1 nectarine or ½ mango  

• 125g pot of diet yoghurt   

• Vegetable sticks (like carrot, cucumbers, peppers, cherry tomatoes) with 

or without 3 tbsp reduced-fat houmous 

• 20g cheese snack (like Babybel) and 1 small piece of fruit  

• 1 chicken drumstick with 1 tbsp of extra light mayonnaise 

• 1 egg, boiled, scrambled, poached or made into an omelette 

• 15g unsalted, unroasted nuts  

• 25g piece of hard cheese (like cheddar or red Leicester)  

• Half an avocado with cherry tomatoes  

• 3 seafood sticks  

• Celery with 1 tbsp of nut butter or 30g cream cheese 

 

Treating low blood sugar levels  
If you are having severe symptoms of hypoglycaemia, you will need to take 
some fast-acting carbohydrate to quickly raise your blood sugar levels.  
 
Always carry a source of fast-acting sugar, such as glucose tablets or gel, 
in case of an emergency. Tell your family, friends and co-workers about 
your condition and what to do in case of a hypoglycaemic episode.  
 
The guidance recommends around 15 grams of glucose. Suitable options 
include:  

• 4-5 jelly babies 

• 5 GlucoTabs 

• 5 Dextro energy tablets 

• 4 wine gums 

• 150ml Lucozade energy (original)  

 

Medicines 

If you have followed all of the dietary advice and your symptoms do not 
improve, you will be referred to an endocrinologist. Some medicines may 
help manage your symptoms, alongside continued dietary changes.  
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Exercise and diet  

Regular exercise helps to regulate blood sugar levels. This can include 

activities such as housework, walking, chair exercises, yoga or swimming.   

If you have low blood sugar levels, try to have a small snack containing 
complex carbohydrates and protein shortly before exercising, for example, 
apple slices with peanut butter or 2-3 crackers with cream cheese and 
ham.  

 

Food, symptom and activity diary 

It may help to keep a diary of your symptoms of low blood sugar to spot 
any patterns. You do not need to test your blood sugar levels unless you 
are experiencing symptoms.   
 

Example: 

Time Food and 
carbohydrate 
content 

Symptoms  Plan 

12pm 2 slices toast with 
jam 

12:45pm – felt 
dizzy and 
sweaty, had to lie 
down  

Try egg on granary 
bread next time  

    

    

    

    

  

Signposting  

If your symptoms do not improve after following this advice, please contact 
the Endocrinology department on 024 7696 6006.  

 

If you feel very unwell and have severe symptoms of reactive 
hypoglycaemia, call 999 or 111.   

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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For more information on diabetes and reactive hypoglycaemia, 
please visit: 

Diabetes UK: www.diabetes.org.uk  

NHS: www.nhs.uk  

 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need 
this information in another language or format, please contact 
02476 966161 and we will do our best to meet your needs. 

 

The Trust operates a smoke free policy. 

 

Did we get it right? 

We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements 
and recognise members of staff who provide a good 
service. 

Have your say. Scan the QR code or visit: 
www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback  
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