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Introduction 
Carbohydrates are often at the centre of dietary debates, yet they 

remain an essential part of a healthy, balanced diet. Despite the rise 
of low-carb diets and the demonization of carbs in recent years, 
carbohydrates are, in fact, the body’s primary source of energy and 
play a crucial role in overall health and wellbeing. From fuelling daily 
activities to supporting brain function and physical performance, 
carbohydrates are more than just “energy” they are the foundation of 
many bodily processes [1, 2].

What Are Carbohydrates?

At their most basic level, carbohydrates are organic compounds 
made up of carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen. They come in a variety of 
forms, from simple sugars like glucose and fructose to complex starches 
and fibres found in whole grains, fruits, vegetables, and legumes. Carbs 
can be categorized into two main types.

Simple Carbohydrates: These are sugars, such as glucose, sucrose, 
and fructose. Simple carbs are often found in fruits, dairy products, and 
processed foods. They are quickly broken down by the body to provide 
immediate energy [3, 4].

Complex Carbohydrates: These are composed of longer chains 
of sugar molecules and include starches and fibres. Foods like whole 
grains, legumes, and root vegetables are rich in complex carbs, which 
take longer to digest and provide a more sustained energy release.

The Role of Carbohydrates in the Body

Carbohydrates serve multiple functions in the body, but their most 
important role is to provide energy. The body breaks down carbs into 
glucose, a simple sugar that is transported through the bloodstream and 
used by cells for fuel. Here’s how carbs contribute to overall health:

Energy Production: Glucose is the primary source of energy for 
the brain, muscles, and other tissues. It is essential for daily activities, 
from walking and running to thinking and concentrating. Without 
adequate carbohydrates, the body may start breaking down protein and 
fat for energy, which can lead to muscle loss and fatigue [5].

Brain Function: The brain is particularly dependent on glucose 
for energy. In fact, it is estimated that the brain consumes about 120 

grams of glucose per day, which accounts for roughly 60% of the body’s 
glucose use at rest. Low-carb diets can impair cognitive function, 
leading to problems with focus, memory, and mood regulation.

Athletic Performance: For athletes and active individuals, 
carbohydrates are crucial for endurance and performance. During 
exercise, the body relies on glycogen (the stored form of glucose) in 
muscles and the liver for fuel. Consuming carbs before, during, and 
after physical activity helps replenish glycogen stores and supports 
faster recovery.

Digestive Health: Dietary fiber, a type of carbohydrate found in 
plant-based foods, plays a vital role in maintaining digestive health. 
Fiber promotes regular bowel movements, prevents constipation, 
and supports a healthy gut microbiome. Soluble fiber, found in foods 
like oats, apples, and beans, can also help lower cholesterol levels and 
regulate blood sugar.

Blood Sugar Regulation: Complex carbohydrates, especially those 
high in fiber, have a lower glycaemic index, meaning they are digested 
more slowly and cause a gradual rise in blood sugar levels. This helps 
maintain steady energy levels and reduces the risk of blood sugar spikes 
and crashes. On the other hand, simple sugars can cause rapid increases 
in blood glucose, followed by sharp declines, which can lead to feelings 
of irritability and fatigue [6].

The Benefits of Including Carbs in Your Diet

While not all carbs are created equal, including the right types of 
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full longer. This can lead to better weight management by preventing 
overeating and reducing cravings. Furthermore, whole foods rich in 
complex carbs are often lower in calories and packed with essential 
vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants.

Heart Health: Diets rich in whole grains, legumes, and fiber have 
been shown to reduce the risk of cardiovascular diseases. For example, 
the fiber in oats can help lower LDL (bad) cholesterol levels, while the 
antioxidants in fruits and vegetables can reduce inflammation and 
protect the heart.

Improved Mood and Mental Health: Carbohydrates influence the 
production of serotonin, a neurotransmitter that helps regulate mood 
and sleep. Consuming an adequate amount of carbs can boost serotonin 
levels, which in turn may help alleviate symptoms of depression and 
anxiety. Low-carb diets, particularly those that are highly restrictive, 
have been associated with mood swings and irritability.

Reduced Risk of Chronic Diseases: A diet high in fiber-rich 
carbohydrates has been linked to a lower risk of developing chronic 
diseases such as Type 2 diabetes, obesity, and certain cancers. Complex 
carbs help regulate blood sugar levels and insulin sensitivity, which can 
reduce the risk of metabolic disorders [7-9].

The Importance of Choosing the Right Carbs

The key to reaping the health benefits of carbohydrates is choosing 
the right kinds. Not all carbs are created equal – refined sugars and 
processed foods often contain “empty calories” that provide little 
nutritional value. These can contribute to weight gain, inflammation, 
and metabolic issues.

Instead, focus on incorporating whole, minimally processed foods 
into your diet, such as:

Whole grains (e.g., brown rice, quinoa, whole wheat bread)

Legumes (e.g., beans, lentils, chickpeas)

Fruits (e.g., berries, apples, oranges)

Vegetables (e.g., leafy greens, sweet potatoes, carrots)

Nuts and seeds

These foods provide not only carbohydrates but also fiber, vitamins, 
minerals, and antioxidants that contribute to overall health.

Carbs and the Low-Carb Trend

Despite the growing popularity of low-carb diets, it’s important to 
recognize that cutting out carbs entirely is neither necessary nor healthy 
for most people. Low-carb diets, such as the ketogenic or Atkins diet, 
may offer short-term weight loss benefits, but they often come with 

drawbacks like fatigue, nutrient deficiencies, and an increased risk of 
kidney strain [10].

For many individuals, the key to a healthy diet is moderation and 
balance. Carbs should not be feared but embraced in their natural, 
whole forms. It’s about choosing the right kinds of carbs, consuming 
them in the appropriate amounts, and balancing them with adequate 
protein and healthy fats.

Conclusion
Carbohydrates are an essential part of a healthy diet, providing 

energy for the body, supporting brain function, and contributing 
to overall health. While the rise of low-carb trends has led many to 
question their role, the truth is that not all carbs are created equal. By 
choosing complex carbohydrates and fiber-rich foods, we can enjoy the 
many benefits they offer, from better digestion to improved heart health 
and sustained energy. So, rather than cutting carbs out of your diet, 
focus on incorporating healthy, whole food sources of carbohydrates, 
and you’ll be fuelling your body for success.
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