
WHY A HEALTHY DIET IS IMPORTANT WHEN   
YOU HAVE MITO
If you have mito, you might have some ups and downs with your diet. It’s common for people living with mito to 
sometimes experience nausea, reflux or difficulty swallowing. Some people also experience a feeling of “being full”. 
So there will be times when you might have a low appetite, or be "off" your normal meals and snacks. 

But when you are feeling well, it’s important to fuel your body with healthy, nutritious foods as mitochondria 
produce energy from food. Good nutrition helps your mitochondria to function well. It's also important to eat 
regularly throughout the day, and to avoid prolonged fasting unless under medical supervision.

Eating a wide variety of nutritious food is important when you have 
mitochondrial disease. A healthy diet can improve your health, give  
you more energy and help your mitochondria function well.

NUTRITION AND MITO

 It’s important for everything you eat to be 
packed full of nutrition and goodness. Eating 
great food makes you feel good too. 

 This fact sheet gives you practical tips on 
what to eat and how to maintain a healthy 
diet. It also provides tips on how to still eat 
well, even when you’re tired or don’t feel up 
to shopping or cooking. 



HOW TO EAT WELL

1 
Eat a variety of foods
Try to eat a range of foods from the five food groups. 
This will help to give your body the micronutrients it 
needs to function well with mito. Vitamins B and D, 
iron and calcium are all important for mitochondrial 
function.

Every meal and snack should include some protein 
and complex carbohydrates. Protein helps to avoid a 
spike in blood sugar and the “crash” that comes after 
a meal high in carbohydrates.  

Try to eat a range and diversity of foods from these 
five food groups for maximum nutrition: 

• Vegetables and legumes: 
Aim to eat a variety of 
vegetables of different 
colours, plus legumes such as 
lentils, beans and chickpeas.

• Fruit: Try to eat a range of 
fresh in-season fruits. 

• Carbohydrates: Eat a range 
of healthy carbohydrates 
including wholemeal, 
wholegrain and brown breads, 
cereals, rice, pasta, and 
noodles, and oats, polenta, 
couscous, quinoa and barley.

• Protein: Try to include some 
lean red meat, chicken, fish, 
tofu, eggs, nuts and seeds.  

• Dairy: Aim to include low fat 
milk, cheese and yoghurt, or 
alternatives such as soy milk, 
in your diet.

Don’t forget to include healthy fats as well, such as 
olive oil, nuts, seeds, oily fish and avocado.

If you’re vegan or vegetarian, make sure you substitute 
animal protein with plant protein. Good sources of 
plant protein include nuts, seeds, beans, chickpeas, 
lentils chia seeds and tofu.

2
Eat small, regular meals and snacks
Eat often and regularly, as this will give you the energy 
you need throughout the day. It will also help your 
mitochondria function well, enabling them to turn 
food into energy. 

Small, regular meals are easier for many people to 
manage. They help to give you sustained energy 
throughout the day. Aim for four to six small meals   
a day.

Quick snack ideas: 
• Smoothie with bananas and berries

• Overnight oats (bircher muesli)

• Guacamole and corn chips 

• Pikelets with bananas or berries 

3 
Have a good breakfast 
A good breakfast that’s high in fibre and protein will 
give you lots of energy to start the day. It will also fill 
you up and make you less likely to snack on junk food 
during the day. 

For breakfast, try to include a protein such as eggs 
or dairy, a carbohydrate such as wholegrain toast or 
cereal, and fruit. 

Some great, nutritious breakfast ideas include: 

• Wholemeal or wholegrain cereal with yoghurt  
and fruit 

• Muesli or porridge 

• Wholemeal or wholegrain toast with cheese,  
eggs or baked beans

• Bircher muesli - oats soaked in water, apple juice 
or milk in the fridge overnight, then topped with 
yoghurt and fruit 

• A smoothie with milk, yoghurt and banana or 
berries (fresh or frozen) 



4
Avoid skipping meals or fasting
It’s important to eat regularly when you have mito, 
because not eating can make you feel even more 
tired. You should avoid fasting, dieting or limiting your 
food intake in any way.

5
Have liquid meals if needed 

A liquid supplement can be a good meal replacement 
if you’re having trouble eating. Talk to your doctor or 
dietitian about the best options for you.

6
Keep caffeine in check   
Drinking a lot of caffeine during the day can make it 
harder to get to sleep at night, which can make you 
feel even more tired. Too much caffeine can also 
make you feel agitated and make your heart beat 
faster. 

Try to have no more than 400mg of caffeine each day. 
That’s equal to four to six cups of instant coffee, two 
to three shots of espresso, or four cups of black tea.

Remember there’s also caffeine in energy drinks, 
some soft drinks, dark chocolate, and even small 
amounts in green tea. 

The effects of caffeine can last up to 12 hours, but 
it affects everyone differently. If you think caffeine is 
affecting your sleep, try limiting your caffeine just to 
the mornings.  

7
Eat low GI foods 
You may have heard of “low GI” foods. GI is short for 
Glycemic Index, which is a measure of the effect of 
carbohydrates on your blood sugar levels. 

Low GI foods are more slowly digested and absorbed 
by your body, and cause a slower and lower rise in 
blood glucose. Low GI foods will give you longer-
lasting energy, and help you feel fuller for longer. 

High GI foods make your blood glucose levels spike 
and then crash. This can happen after eating white 
bread or biscuits. 

If you eat low GI foods, you’ll have more energy that 
lasts for longer during the day. This will help you 
manage feelings of tiredness, which is important if you 
have mito.

Try some of these healthy low GI foods 
in your diet for sustained energy and 
goodness: 
• Brown rice 
• Wholemeal and wholegrain breads 
• Milk and yoghurt 
• Dried and canned beans, lentils and 

chickpeas
• Oats and muesli 
• Basmati rice 
• Fresh and dried fruit 
• Nuts

About the keto diet
The ketogenic or “keto” diet is high in fat, has 
a moderate amount of protein, and is low in 
carbohydrates. By having less carbohydrates, 
the body is forced to burn fat for energy, which 
is a process called “ketosis”.

This diet may help some people with 
neurological or metabolic disorders, such as 
children with epilepsy who don’t respond to 
medication. 

However, there is limited evidence that the 
keto diet helps people with mito, and it should 
only be followed under supervision from your 
specialist. 



TIME AND ENERGY SAVING TIPS
If  you’re living with mito, you may have days when your energy levels are low and you don’t feel up to shopping or 
cooking. These are the days when you need quick, easy and nutritious meals on hand as convenient stand-bys. 

Follow our simple tips to shop and eat well, and to plan in advance for days when your energy levels are low. 

1 
Cook meals in bulk
When you’re cooking a meal, make a larger amount 
and keep leftovers for lunch or dinner the next day. 

You can also put portions in the freezer to have on 
hand when you need a quick, easy meal. 

Soups, stews, curries and pasta sauces all freeze well, 
and it’s easy to double or triple the quantity of each 
recipe. 

2
Plan your shopping

If trips to the supermarket are tiring, try to do one 
weekly shop rather than several smaller trips. 

And if your schedule allows it, shop in the middle of  
the day when it’s quieter, and easier to get in  
and out more quickly.

You can also look at pick up or home delivery options. 
Many supermarkets offer click and collect, where you 
order online and collect your groceries from a parking 
bay without having to go in-store. Or you can have 
your groceries home delivered, overriding the need to 
go to the shops completely.

3
Stock up your pantry
Stock up your pantry with canned and long-life foods. 
This means you’ll always have the ingredients on hand 
to make a quick, easy and nutritious meal. 

Stock your pantry with go-to staples like canned tuna 
and salmon, low-salt baked beans, canned soups, and 
legumes such as beans, lentils and chickpeas. 

Easy recipes using pantry food: 
• Spinach and lentil soup

• Tuna and corn fritters

• Salmon, corn and dill risotto

4 
Order meals or food boxes online 
You can also try a meal delivery or recipe box service if 
there's one in your local area. 

As these providers buy seasonal food in bulk and 
there's no wastage, this can be just as economical as 
doing your own shopping and cooking.

https://www.taste.com.au/recipes/spinach-red-lentil-soup/c477e328-9eee-42a3-bf95-ff3e716e19a5
https://www.taste.com.au/recipes/tuna-corn-fritters/gQB8k0I1
https://www.kidspot.com.au/kitchen/recipes/salmon-corn-dill-risotto-recipe/l3w7cz51


Summary
• Eat a wide range of healthy foods
• Eat regular meals
• Have breakfast every day
• Avoid prolonged fasting unless under

medical supervision
• Have liquid meal supplements if needed
• Limit your caffeine intake
• Eat low GI food
• Cook meals in bulk
• Plan your shopping trips
• Order meals online
• Stock up your pantry

Learn more about healthy eating
https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/

Find an accredited practising dietitian in 
 your area
https://dietitiansaustralia.org.au/find-an-apd/

Learn about low GI foods 
https://www.gisymbol.com/

How to find low GI alternatives 
https://www.gisymbol.com/swap-it/
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