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Carbohydrates are the preferred source of energy for the body.  They 
fuel every cell of the body, including muscles and the brain. 

For people who exercise, carbohydrates are vital! They are stored in 
the muscles and liver as glycogen, and provide fuel during exercise. 
Muscles become tired quickly without adequate glycogen stores.

Carbohydrates are necessary for protein to fulfill its roles. If a person 
doesn’t take in enough carbohydrates, protein will be burned for 
energy. This may not allow protein to repair muscles, produce 
enzymes and hormones, form new blood cells, or serve other 
important needs of the body. We refer to this aspect of carbohydrates 
as “protein sparing”.

Carbohydrates allow fat to burn completely – we actually need 
carbohydrates to burn fat properly.

Carbohydrates help satisfy hunger.  Some carbohydrate-rich foods 
also provide bulk and fiber, aiding digestion.

CARBOHYDRATES MAY BE SIMPLE……
Simple carbohydrates are made of one or two sugar molecules. The
three single sugar molecules are:  glucose, fructose and galactose. 
They are referred to as monosaccharides. They are linked in  
combinations to form disaccharides: 

OR CARBOHYDRATES MAY BE COMPLEX…
Starches and fiber are made of many molecules of sugars linked 
together.  These are known as “polysaccharides” (many sugars).
Starches are found in plant-based foods, such as rice, potatoes, 
beans, and grains. 

The digestive tract breaks the long chains of starches and  
disaccharides into single sugars: glucose, galactose and fructose.  
The liver converts galactose and fructose into glucose.
All digestible carbohydrates are formed into glucose. 

Carbohydrates Have Specific Functions:

Simple vs. Complex

Digestion of Carbohydrates

Formed when starch is broken downglucose + glucoseMaltose

Milk and milk productsglucose + galactoseLactose

Fruits, vegetables and table sugar glucose + fructoseSucrose

FOOD SOURCESCOMPRISED OF:DISACCHARIDE
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Fiber cannot be broken down by humans, so it passes through the 
digestive tract, providing no energy or calories. It aids with digestion and  
contributes to a full feeling.

Once in the bloodstream, the body handles all glucose the same, whether it
originally came from bread, fruit, milk or any other food. The body can’t 
discern the food source of a carbohydrate, once it becomes glucose. Once
glucose enters a cell in the body, it will either be burned for energy or stored
as fat.

DID YOU KNOW….
The body stores carbohydrates in muscle and liver as glycogen.  With each 
gram of glycogen that is stored, three grams of water are stored. Without 
sufficient carbohydrate intake, muscles will not have adequate energy or fluid 
levels.  This compromises the ability to exercise and increases the likelihood   
of injury.

OTHER HAZARDS OF LOW CARBOHYDRATE DIETS
They are nutritionally inadequate – low in many vitamins and minerals
They are low in fiber, leading to constipation
They are dehydrating – low carbohydrate diets are high in protein. A high 
protein intake forces the body to lose excessive amounts of body water.  
Undesirable side effects of dehydration may occur, such as headache, 
fatigue, constipation, blood pressure changes, rapid heart beat among others.
Calcium is excreted in the urine with a high animal protein intake. 
By-products of carbohydrate metabolism are needed to burn fat completely. 
When carbohydrate is not present, fat burning produces ketones, undesirable  
substances which cause excessive acidity in body fluids.

non-starchy vegetables:
broccoli
green beans
peppers
tomatoes, etc.

carrots
milk
peas
yogurt (plain)

beans         fruit         potatoes
breads        jams       pretzels      
cereals       jellies      rice
corn            juice       sugars
crackers     pasta       

LOWER
CARBOHYDRATE 

FOODS
≤6 grams/serving

MEDIUM 
CARBOHYDRATE 

FOODS
7-12 grams/serving

HIGHER 
CARBOHYDRATE FOODS

≥13 grams/serving

CARBOHYDRATE CONTENT OF FOODS

Digestion of Carbohydrates

For a 2,000 
calorie diet, the 
recommended 
carbohydrate 
intake is 300 
grams per day.


