	Should You Reduce Carbs? 

By Barbara A. Brehm, Ed.D. 
Perhaps you have wondered whether eating fewer grams of carbohydrates might help you lose weight, or make you healthier. 

Do carbohydrates make you gain weight? 

We get most of our calories from three types of molecules: carbohydrates, proteins and fats. We also derive energy from alcohol if we consume alcoholic beverages. All of these molecules provide the body with energy. Energy (calories) not used immediately by the body is stored for future use. Extra calories mean extra energy storage, and extra body fat. People gain fat when they eat more calories than they burn. Extra calories can come from carbohydrates, proteins, fats or alcohol. 

While fats were the enemy not so long ago, carbohydrates have become the bad guys today. People are trying to lose weight with low-carbohydrate diets, and worrying about their blood sugar and insulin response. 

People who have lost weight on low-carb diets often find they begin to gain weight when they reintroduce carbohydrates into their diet. The body stores some carbohydrate as glycogen, a helpful molecule that provides energy for physical activity, and plays a role in keeping blood sugar at a good level. As glycogen stores are replenished after a low-carbohydrate diet (during which they are artificially low), water is also stored along with the carbohydrate. 

But sometimes people also gain fat when they begin eating carbohydrates again. This can occur because they have increased their daily caloric intake too much, resulting in excess calories and excess fat. But remember, excess calories can come from any kind of food, not just carbohydrates. 

Aren't some carbs worse than others? 

Many different types of carbohydrates are found in people's diets. Complex carbohydrates, or starches, are generally healthful when consumed in reasonable portions as part of a balanced diet. These foods include starchy vegetables such as corn, carrots, winter squash and potatoes. Whole grains and grain products also contain starch. 

While some foods high in starch do raise blood sugar quickly, when these products are consumed as part of a meal containing proteins, fats and fiber, blood sugar rises more slowly. White potatoes have gotten a bad rap because people worry about their high glycemic index (how quickly the starch from a food enters the blood stream as glucose); but, when a small portion of potato is consumed with other nutritious foods and toppings, it can be part of a healthful diet. 

Some carbohydrates are not absorbed by the body and are classified as dietary fiber. Dietary fiber helps keep the digestive system healthy, slows the rise in blood sugar following a meal and helps lower cholesterol levels. Fiber is found in whole grains, fruits, vegetables and legumes (all kinds of beans). 

Sugars are found in milk and milk products, fruits, vegetables and in products containing added sugars. While dairy foods and produce contain vitamins, minerals and other helpful molecules, products to which sugars have been added tend to be lower in nutritive value. 

Just as people have learned that not all fats are bad, so must we distinguish between "good" carbohydrates that supply good nutrition, and "bad" carbohydrates that have little nutritive value. 

Are low-carb products helpful for people trying to lose weight? 
If low-carbohydrate products help some people reduce calories, then they may help those people lose weight.These products are not always lower in calories, however. They may replace carbohydrate ingredients with fat, and therefore offer no reduction in calories. Some products replace sugars with sugar alcohol and other sugar substitutes th at have somewhat fewer calories. In many cases, the products only reduce carbohydrates by a few grams -- not enough to make a significant dent in a person's daily carbohydrate and calorie consumption. 

The best way to lower your calorie intake is to reduce consumption of empty-calorie foods, such as most baked goods, alcoholic beverages, and high-calorie snack foods such as potato and corn chips. Reasonable portion sizes, balanced meals and plenty of physical activity are the factors most likely to result in a lifetime of good health and successful weight control. FM 

Barbara A. Brehm, Ed.D., is professor of exercise and sport studies at Smith College, Northampton, Mass. 

	
	©Copyright 2004. Fitness Management


