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Role of Carbohydrates

Carbohydrates, or carbs for short, are an important
macronutrient that your body uses for fuel. The
term carbohydrate is derived from its chemical
makeup of carbon (carbo) and a bond of hydrogen
and oxygen (H2O), which is water (hydrate). Carbs
can be further broken down into three main types:
sugars, starches, and fiber. Each has an important
role in our overall health.

Sugar

Sugar is also known as a simple carb because it is
the most basic form of a carbohydrate, and our
bodies can break it down easily into glucose, which
is the primary fuel source. Sugars can be found
naturally in fruits, vegetables, and milk. Sugar can
also be added to foods such as candy, soda, and
processed foods.

Starch

Starches are considered complex carbohydrates
because they are made of multiple simple sugars
strung together. Our bodies must work harder to
convert these carbohydrates into glucose.

Starches include bread, cereal, and pasta. They
also include certain vegetables, like potatoes, peas,
and corn.

Fiber

Also known as cellulose, fiber can be insoluble or
soluble. Insoluble fiber aids aid in digestion by
helping to move food through the digestive tract.
Soluble fiber aids in lowering cholesterol. It is
generally found in the cell walls of plants.
According to the Mayo Clinic, women should eat at
least 21 to 25 grams of fiber a day, while men
should aim for 30 to 38 grams a day.

Navigating The Nutrition Label 

In order to navigate how many carbs are in your
food, it is important to understand the nutrition
label. In some cases, it is necessary to do some
simple math. There are up to four different entries
on the label about carbs. These are Total
Carbohydrates, Dietary Fiber, Total Sugars, and
Added Sugars.
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• Total Carbohydrate

The total amount of carbs in the food. In the
example, this food has 37g of carbs per
serving. It is important to read further in order
to understand the types of carbs in the food.

• Dietary Fiber

The total amount of Dietary Fiber in the food.
In this example, there are 4g of Dietary Fiber.
Sometimes, this number is subtracted from the
Total Carbohydrate number in order to
determine “net carbs”. Net carbs are the total
number of carbs that are absorbed, and fiber
passes through the digestive tract without
being absorbed.

• Total Sugars

The total amount of sugar in the food. This
includes naturally occurring sugars such as
from fruits and dairy. There is currently no
recommended daily value for total sugars.

• Added Sugars

This is a relatively new addition to the nutrition
label (March 2020) and refers to the amount of
sugars added during the manufacturing process.
The Daily Value (DV) for added sugars is 50
grams per day (based on a 2,000 calorie/day
diet). Foods that are high in added sugars
contain more than 20% of the DV and foods low
in added sugars contain less than 5% of the DV.
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