
Carbohydrates

Food Fact Sheet

Carbohydrates are a key nutrient along 
with proteins and fats in a healthy 
and balanced diet. Foods that contain 
carbohydrates also provide us with 
energy, vitamins, minerals and fibre, 
which are important for health.
However, eating too many processed carbohydrates 
has been linked to poor health, leading many 
people to believe carbohydrates are unhealthy. The 
truth is that many foods containing carbohydrates 
are nutritious and can form an important part of a 
healthy, balanced diet. The key is including nutritious 
carbohydrates in your daily meals instead of avoiding 
this important food group.

This food fact sheet looks deeper into the types of 
carbohydrates, their key roles in overall health and 

food sources.

What are the types of 
carbohydrates?
Carbohydrate-containing foods can be classified into 
the following categories:

Complex or starchy carbohydrates: These are 
typically higher in fibre and take longer to break down 
into glucose, leading to a more gradual increase in 
blood sugar levels (low glycaemic index foods). These 
carbohydrates are rich in vitamins, minerals and 
phytochemicals (chemicals found in plants). Examples 
include grains like barley, quinoa, oats, brown rice, 
bulgur wheat and starchy vegetables such as potatoes.

Simple carbohydrates: They are made up of smaller, 
simpler sugar molecules (a molecule is a tiny particle 
made when atoms join together).

This group can be further divided into naturally 
occurring sugars and free sugars:

Naturally occurring sugars: These sugars are 
found in whole foods such as milk (lactose) and fruit 
(fructose). When eaten in their unprocessed forms, 
like whole fruits or Greek yoghurt, they are likely to 
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contribute energy, essential vitamins (e.g. vitamin C) 
and minerals (e.g. calcium).

Free sugars: These are sucrose, fructose or syrups 
added to foods during processing. Common sources 
include table sugar, sweets, cakes, soft drinks, honey 
and processed snacks. Free sugars are concentrated in 
glucose and lack essential nutrients. They are quickly 
broken down and absorbed by your body (high 
glycaemic index foods). Having too much of these 
free sugars in your diet can increase your risk of tooth 
decay, weight gain, obesity, type 2 diabetes and heart 
disease.

Dietary fibre
This is a non-digestible complex carbohydrate that can 
be classified into two types - insoluble and soluble.

•	 Insoluble fibre helps you go to the toilet, 
supporting you to poo regularly.

•	 Soluble fibre helps lower blood cholesterol, 
reduces straining when you go to the toilet for a 
poo and regulates blood sugar levels.

Overall dietary fibre promotes healthy bacterial growth 
in your gut and helps with weight management 
by keeping you fuller for longer. Foods rich in fibre 
include bran, wholegrains, vegetables, fleshy fruits and 
legumes (plants that have seeds within pods) including 
beans, peas, lentils, and peanuts.

If you are living with excess body weight, diabetes, 
cholesterol or constipation, you may need more 
tailored guidance about your carbohydrate intake. 
Contact your GP for a referral to a dietitian for 
additional support.



How can I include nutritious 
carbohydrates in my diet?
1.Focus on complex carbohydrates

•	 Choose wholegrain cereals and grains (e.g. 
wholemeal, barley, rye, brown rice, quinoa, oat). 
Wholegrains are good sources of fibre but also of 
vitamins, specifically B vitamins, which enhances 
their overall health benefit.

•	 When including starchy carbohydrates as part 
of your meal, prepare and enjoy them in their 
natural form, e.g. potato and sweet potato with 
their skins. You can enjoy potato baked, boiled 
or roasted with the skin. Root vegetables such 
as carrots and parsnips are rich in carbohydrates, 
fibre, B vitamins and potassium.

•	 How to choose grains: Look for those that are 
made with 100% wholewheat flour or opt for 
those that list wholewheat, whole rye or some 
other wholegrain as the first ingredient on the 
nutrition label.

•	 When aiming to achieve your 5-a-day, try to 
choose whole fresh, frozen or canned fruit and 
vegetables without added sugar.

•	 Manage portion sizes. Generally, the size of 
your fist is an appropriate meal-time portion for 
carbohydrate-containing foods or size of fruit for a 
snack.This portion can then be adjusted depending 
on your activity levels.

2. Be aware of free sugars

•	 Minimise the intake of foods with added sugars 
like sweets, sugary drinks, cakes, cookies and 
processed snacks. Read food labels to spot added 
sugars (e.g. sucrose, high-fructose corn syrup).

•	 Dietary recommendations suggest that no more 
than 5% of your total energy should come 
from free or added sugars. In simple terms, this 
is around 30g or 7 teaspoons of sugar for the 
average adult.

•	 A can of regular fizzy and sweetened drink can 
have as much as 9 teaspoons of sugar in each 
can. If you enjoy sweetened drinks, try diluting 
no-added-sugar squash with sparkling water or 
choose a sugar-free drink as a treat.

•	 If you take sugar in hot drinks or add sugar to your 
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breakfast cereal, gradually reduce the amount until 
you can cut it out altogether. As you reduce the 
amount, drizzle the sugar on top of your cereal. 

•	 Unsweetened fruit juices and smoothies are 
processed forms of naturally occurring sugars. 
Limit the amount you have to no more than 150ml 
a day.

•	 Choose unsweetened cereal and try adding some 
fruit (sliced bananas, diced apple, berries, raisins) 
for sweetness, which will contribute to your 
5-a-day.

•	 Always up for a sweet treat after a meal? Why not 
try a fruit salad, a handful of dried fruit or even a 
small amount of dark chocolate.

3. Increase your fibre intake

•	 To boost your fibre intake, add more vegetables, 
beans, peas, or lentils to your soups or salads and 
choose products that provide 6g or more fibre per 
100g.

•	 Beans, peas and lentils are not only good sources 
of fibre – they are also low in saturated fat and 
high in folate, potassium, iron and magnesium. 
They are also a good source of protein and a 
substitute for animal protein.

Top tips
•	 Choose wholegrains over refined grains: 

Choose wholegrain breads, brown rice, quinoa, 
oats and barley instead of white rice or white 
bread. 

•	 Choose fruits and vegetables, especially with 
skin, seeds and pips: Include a variety of whole 
fruits and vegetables instead of fruit juices or 
smoothies.

•	 Gradually increase fibre with each meal: If 
you’re not used to eating a lot of fibre, increase 
your intake slowly to help your body digest food 
more comfortably. Start with small portions of 
high-fibre foods and work your way up. Aim for 
more than 30g of fibre per day.

•	 Limit added sugars: Cut back on processed foods 
and drinks that contain added sugars (e.g. sugary 
drinks, cakes and sweets).

•	 Read labels for hidden sugars: When buying 
packaged foods, check ingredients lists for added 
sugars such as high-fructose corn syrup.

This Food Fact Sheet is a public service of The British Dietetic Association (BDA) intended for information only. 
It is not a substitute for proper medical diagnosis or dietary advice given by a dietitian. 

If you need to see a dietitian, visit your GP for a referral or bda.uk.com/find-a-dietitian for a private dietitian. 
You can check your dietitian is registered at hcpc-uk.org. 

This Food Fact Sheet and others are available to download free of charge at  
bda.uk.com/foodfacts 

The information sources used to develop this fact sheet are available 
at bda.uk.com/foodfacts 
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