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Carbohydrates 
 
There are three macronutrients: carbohydrates, protein and fats. Macronutrients are essential for 
proper body functioning, and the body requires large amounts of them. All macronutrients must be 
obtained through diet; the body cannot produce macronutrients on its own. 
 
Carbohydrates are the sugars, starches and fibers found in fruits, grains, vegetables and milk 
products. Though often maligned in trendy diets, carbohydrates — one of the basic food groups — 
are important to a healthy life. They break down inside the body to create glucose. 
Glucose is moved around the body in the blood and is the primary source of energy for the brain, 
muscles, and other essential cells. They also prevent protein from being used as an energy source 
and enable fat metabolism. 
 
If the glucose is not immediately needed for energy, the body can store up to 2,000 calories of it in 
the liver and skeletal muscles in the form of glycogen. Once glycogen stores are full, carbs are stored 
as fat. If you have insufficient carbohydrate intake or stores, the body will consume protein for fuel. 
This is problematic because the body needs protein to make muscles. Using protein instead of 
carbohydrates for fuel also puts stress on the kidneys, leading to the passage of painful byproducts 
in the urine. 
 
Insulin plays a key role as it lowers blood sugar levels by moving the glucose to the various parts of 
the body and aiding its absorption, excess glucose can be stored in the liver or in fat around the 
body. When the glucose in the blood is too high then insulin will convert the excess to fat. If this 
happens too often you will gain excess fat in your body. If you consume too much simple carbs then 
blood sugar will be raised to a point where insulin is released to convert the excess glucose to fat, if 
this happens too often by a poor diet then the excess glucose, once depleted from the blood, will 
leave low blood sugar causing the brain to release a ‘sweet craving’ to replenish blood sugar. This 
causes unbalanced blood sugar levels leading to cravings despite the overall calorie content of the 
body being sufficient for health, so you just end up consuming calories you don’t need which convert 
to fat. Balancing blood sugar is key for losing weight. 
 
There are two types of carbohydrates, simple and complex: 
 
Simple Carbohydrates 
 
Simple carbohydrates refer to sugars with a simple molecular construction of one or two parts.  
Because of their simple molecular structure the body can process these simple sugars quickly – this 
leads to an energy spike, a sudden rush of energy as sugars are converted to glucose followed by a 
low once the process is complete and the simple carbohydrates have been used. This low can make 
the body crave more sugar in an attempt to get the levels back up. 
 
Processed and refined sugars tend to have a high Glycaemic Index (GI) – affecting blood sugar levels 
quickly - compared to naturally occurring complex carbohydrates which in turn have a lower GI. 
Refined sugar is a common source of simple carbohydrates in the modern diet.  
Many processed, packaged and fast foods contain simple carbohydrates as ‘sugar’ is used as a 
flavour enhancer and can satisfy our palates for sweet food.   Simple carbs are also in candy, soda 
and syrups. However, these foods are made with processed and refined sugars and do not have 
vitamins, minerals or fibre. They are called "empty calories" and can lead to weight gain.  Most 
people can benefit from reducing their intake of added sugar (simple carbohydrates).  If you buy 
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processed and packaged foods, choose those with less added sugar, reduce consumption of sugary 
foods such as cakes, biscuits (cookies), sweets (candy) and regular (not diet) soft drinks. 
Simple carbohydrates are not always bad and also exist naturally in foods that do provide nutritional 
benefits, notably fruits, milk and other dairy products.  Most fruits contain good levels of fibre, 
vitamins and micro minerals as well as antioxidants.  Milk and dairy products are good sources of 
protein and calcium, most people agree that both fruit and dairy products are important to a well-
balanced healthy diet. 
 
 
Complex Carbohydrates 
 
Complex carbohydrates refer to sugars with a complex molecular structure of three or more parts; 
due to the complex structure of these molecules it takes the body longer to break them down to 
produce the glucose it needs for energy.  Foods rich in complex carbohydrates also contain valuable 
vitamins, minerals and fibre which are vital to overall health and wellbeing. 
 
These types take much longer to process in the body and will contribute to prolonged energy 
release, this is because of the higher levels of vitamins and nutrients. Complex carbohydrates are 
much more beneficial when attempting a healthy lifestyle, they give the body more nutrition to work 
with and last longer as an energy source. The common examples of complex carbohydrates include 
Wholegrains, Brown Rice, Oats and Wheat, any food type specific to these ingredients will be a much 
healthier option than their processed equivalent i.e. Wholegrain Bread over White 
 
High or low carb diet? 
 
High carb diets are GREAT if you are very active but most people aren’t. We spend our days sat at 
desks, driving cars, using computers, and being mostly sedentary. Carbs provide quick energy and if 
you aren’t using them to fuel physical activity, excess carbs will quickly and easily be converted and 
stored as fat. 
 
Even if you exercise three or more times a week, you are still probably sedentary the rest of the time 
which is why almost everyone who wants to lose weight will do well on a lower, smarter carb diet 
plan. Not all carbs are bad; that’s a fact. Some carbs are actually pretty healthy, but even healthy 
high carb foods could interfere with weight loss simply because they contain a lot of calories. 
 
Below is a table of an example of what carbs you should think about if you want to lose weight. 
 

Unhealthy high carb foods Healthy high carb foods 

White bread Wholemeal/Granary bread 

White rice Wild rice 

White potatoes Sweet potatoes and yams 

White pasta Wholemeal pasta 

Processed TV dinners Most vegetables 

Most breakfast cereals Oatmeal 
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Unhealthy high carb foods Healthy high carb foods 

Cookies and cakes Fruit 

Sugary drinks, candy, and sweets Sugar-free dark chocolate 

 
 
If you are active, you need at least some carbs in your diet to give you energy whereas the less active 
you are, the fewer carbs you need. Whether you need a lot or a few carbs, you definitely need to eat 
more of the healthy carbs and fewer unhealthy carbs. Choose your carbs wisely and you’ll find losing 
or maintaining your weight much easier. 


