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Carbs: Choosing the Best Ones

Written by Julie Cottrell, MS, RD, LD

UNHEALTHY CARBS (Obvious)

Eating healthy carbs (in moderation) can be a challenge when society promotes so many unhealthy options!

These foods provide plenty of calories but almost no nutrition value. Also known as “empty calories”.

Instant Oatmeal and

Sugary Cereal

Doughnuts, Muffins,

Jelly/Cinnamon Rolls

Value Meal

(Burger, fries, drink)

Candy Bars, Snack

Cakes & Quick Treats

Crackers, Pretzels,

Potato Chips

UNHEALTHY CARBS (Sneaky/Less Obvious)

Even options that SEEM healthy, can also be a problem due to excess calories and unfavorable responses in

blood sugar. Most of these are lacking in nutrition value as well, at least relative to the calorie cost.

Pasta Sub Sandwich Sugary Yogurt Protein/Granola Bar Smoothie

CARBS ARE EVERYWHERE!

❏ Bread and wheat products - loaf bread, dinner rolls, biscuits, pizza crust, breading on any food, flour

❏ Cereal grains - breakfast cereal (even if it says “Heart Healthy”), oats, rice (white, brown, wild), quinoa

❏ Spaghetti, pasta, macaroni, noodles of all kinds

❏ Corn and corn products - whole kernel corn, corn on the cob, grits, tortillas, cornbread, popcorn

❏ Potatoes - all potatoes are high in carbs, including baking and sweet potatoes; French fries too

❏ Starchy vegetables are highest, but all vegetables contain some; it’s a spectrum

❏ Legumes of all kinds, including black beans, baked beans, pintos, limas, chickpeas, lentils, hummus

❏ Fruit and fruit juice - fruit contains valuable nutrients, but it’s also high in carbs/sugars

❏ Sugar and all caloric sweeteners - table sugar, brown sugar, honey, molasses, coconut sugar, etc.

❏ Some dairy products, including milk (whole, 2%, 1%, skim), chocolate milk, most yogurt

❏ Treats made from any of the above ingredients (ice cream, pie, cake, candy, cookies, cinnamon rolls)

❏ Protein bars and cereal bars; protein shakes too, but some are better than others

❏ Common snack foods like popcorn, potato chips, peanut butter crackers, most processed items

❏ Beverages containing sugar - sweet tea, sodas, some coffee creamers, juice, green smoothies

❏ Condiments - Ketchup, barbeque sauce, “special sauces” at restaurants, salad dressing, pickle relish

You don’t have to eat zero carbs...but it’s best to cut back on a lot of these.

Which ones are you willing to cut back on? Maybe you can find some “carb swaps” that make sense. The

charts and other information in this handout can help you compare and make a better decision about what

to keep and what to replace.
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TOP REASONS FOR LIMITING CARBS: CARB GOALS

❏ Blood sugar management

❏ Weight loss

❏ To reduce insulin

❏ Less inflammation

❏ To improve diet quality

Most people will find weight management easiest

by keeping carbs less than 100 grams per day.

Your personal sweet spot might be less: 50-75

grams/day or even as low as 25 grams/day.

A QUICK SUMMARY OF WHAT WE ARE LOOKING FOR:

CARBS TO CHOOSE CARBS TO AVOID/EAT LESS OF

Minimally processed Highly processed/Ultra processed

Ones with valuable nutrients Ones with empty calories

Ones with naturally occurring fiber

~that are more slowly digested

Ones that are quickly digested

~flaked, puffed, juiced, overly cooked, etc.

These foods are usually found on the perimeter of

the grocery or at Farmers Markets

Often found in boxes, containers, individually

wrapped items; the interior of the grocery; fast food

Examples: vegetables, fruits, in some dairy

products, in nuts and seeds, beans/legumes

Examples: bread, cereal, rice, pasta, crackers, chips,

treats, sugary beverages, fast/quick food

Rule of thumb: If you have to cook/prepare it; if it takes time to chew it; if you need to sit down to eat it -

it’s probably good!  If you can walk around with it, easily stash it in your pocket or purse and/or eat it while

driving down the road - it’s probably not so good. Whole, real food isn’t usually very “handy”. But that’s ok!

We SHOULD sit down to eat - as a MEAL- and not walk around snacking!

A WORD ABOUT FIBER

Fiber comes in 2 forms: soluble and insoluble. Both may provide benefits. The BEST sources naturally occur in

vegetables, legumes, fruits and minimally processed whole-grain foods.

Check off the reasons you may want to include more fiber in your diet:

❏ Improved bowel movements/bowel pattern (fiber helps for some people but actually worsens

constipation for others; experiment to see whether it helps with your situation)

❏ Improved gut bacteria (fiber is their “food”)

❏ Improved blood sugar (slows the absorption of sugar)

❏ Helps with satiety (makes you feel more “full”)
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WHAT ABOUT “NET CARBS”?

NET CARBS = TOTAL CARBS - FIBER - 1/2 SUGAR ALCOHOLS (if present)

● Best when used with healthy WHOLE FOOD carb choices.

● Manufacturers manipulate net carb numbers, often by adding fiber to the food and then

subtracting it, along with sugar alcohols. This makes processed foods look appealing/acceptable to

those following lower carb plans.

● For veggies and whole foods, it's ok to subtract all the fiber. There won’t be sugar alcohols in these

foods so you don’t have to worry about that!

● For processed foods, it is BEST to subtract only 1/2 the total fiber and 1/2 the total sugar alcohols.

● The main reason to use a “net carb” number is an attempt to predict the impact of the food on our

blood sugar-so we don’t want to underestimate the carb amount.

● For more information, check out this Healthline Article: How to Calculate Net Carbs

EXAMPLE OF READING A LABEL FOR NET CARBS

● Look at total carbs first. This is the TOTAL amount of carbs per

serving.

● Fiber and sugars are both indented (beneath total carbs). These

make up part of the total carbs (not in addition to the total).

● In this example (right), one serving of this food contains 27 grams

of carbohydrate. Sugars make up 14 grams of the 27. Fiber makes

up 3 grams of the total. There's no sugar alcohols to worry about

in this example.

● Net carbs would be 27 - 3 = 24.

WHAT ABOUT “NATURAL FLAVORS”?

Have you seen the word “natural flavors” listed as an ingredient

and wondered what that meant? You may have seen it listed as an

ingredient in your carbonated water, diet soda, or any number of

other processed foods. To learn more, here is a Healthline article

titled “Natural Flavors: Should You Eat Them?”

SUGAR: A WORD THAT GETS DISGUISED ON LABELS

MANY words on a food label mean “sugar” (see pic, right).

❏ Check the ingredients list to look for all the different forms of

sugar your food may contain.

❏ To eat less sugar, choose WHOLE FOODS with LESS

INGREDIENTS.
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VEGETABLE COMPARISON

Compare your favorite veggies to see the amount of carbs/sugars and fiber in a typical serving.

VEGETABLE Amount

(weight in grams noted for

some items)

Calories Carbs

(grams)

Fiber

(grams)

Net

Carbs

Avocado (actually a fruit)
1/4 medium or 36 grams 60 3.1 2.4 0.7

Asparagus
5 medium spears 15 3.1 1.5 1.6

Beets
1 each, 2” diameter

22 5 1 4

Bell pepper
1/2 medium pepper

15 3.6 1.2 2.3

Beans - pintos
1/2 cup

96 17 4.6 12

Broccoli
1 cup whole pieces

34 7 3.2 3.8

Brussels sprouts
6 sprouts

49 10.2 4.3 5.9

Cabbage
1 cup shredded 17 4.1 1.6 2.5

Carrots
medium carrot, 6-7” 25 5.8 1.7 4.1

Cauliflower
1 cup, cut pieces 27 5.3 2.1 3.2

Celery
1 medium stalk, 7 ½-8”

6 1.2 0.6 0.5

Collard greens
½ cup cooked

31 5.4 3.8 1.6

Corn
1/2 cup

67 16 2.0 14

Cucumber
1 cup sliced, with peel 8 1.9 0.6 1.3

Green beans
1 cup cooked from fresh 44 9.8 4 5.8

Kale
1 cup chopped, fresh 7 0.9 0.8 0.1

Lettuce - Iceberg
1 cup chopped

8 1.7 0.7 1.0
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VEGETABLE Amount Calories Carbs

(grams)

Fiber

(grams)

Net

Carbs

Lettuce - Romaine
1 cup chopped

16 3.1 2 1.1

Mushrooms
1/2 cup whole pieces

11 1.6 0.5 1.1

Okra
1/2 cup cooked from

fresh

18 3.6 2 1.6

Onion
1 ounce or 2 Tbsp chopped

11 2.6 0.4 2.2

Parsnip
1 small, 6” long

25 6 1.3 4.7

Peas
1/2 cup

60 11 4.1 7

Potato - white, baking potato 1 medium-sized potato

(175 grams)

163 37 4.0 33

Potato - sweet potato 1 medium-sized potato

(175 grams)

158 36 5.8 30

Radishes
1/2 cup slices, raw

9 2.0 0.9 1.1

Spaghetti squash
1 cup shredded

42 10 2.2 7.8

Spinach
1 cup fresh cut pieces

7 1.1 0.7 0.4

Squash/Zucchini
1 cup slices, fresh

25 4.6 1.5 3.1

Snow Peas
1 cup whole pieces

26 4.8 1.6 3.2

Tomato
5 cherry tomatoes

15 3.3 1 2.3

Refer to these additional handouts for more information:

Stock Up: Low Carb Veggies

Stock Up: Smart Carbs

These Healthline articles also provide an excellent review:

21 Best Low Carb Vegetables

Can You Eat Fruit on a Low Carb Diet?
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FRUIT: NATURE’S CANDY

Compare your favorite fruits to see the amount of carbs/sugars and fiber in a typical serving.

FRUIT Amount

(grams listed as weight of the fruit)

Calories Carbs

(grams)

Fiber

(grams)

Net

Carbs

Apple
1 medium, 3” diameter (182 grams) 95 25 4 21

Banana
1 medium, 7-8” long (118 grams) 105 27 3 24

Blackberries
1 cup, whole pieces (144 grams)

62 14 8 6

Blueberries
1 cup, whole pieces (148 grams)

84 21 3 18

Cantaloupe
1 cup, cubed (160 grams) 54 13 1 12

Cherries
1 cup, whole pieces (154 grams) 97 24 3 21

Clementine
1 each (74 grams)

35 9 1 8

Grapes
1 cup, whole pieces (151 grams)

104 27 1 26

Kiwi
1 each, 2” diameter (69 grams) 42 10 2 8

Mango
1 cup, sliced  (165 grams) 99 25 3 22

Orange
1 medium, 2 ⅝” diameter (131 grams)

62 15 3 12

Peaches
1 medium, 2 ⅔” diameter (150 grams)

59 14 2 12

Pineapple
1 cup, chunks (165 grams) 83 21 2 19

Raisins
1/4 cup or 1 ounce (28 grams) 85 22 1 21

Raspberries
1 cup, whole pieces (123 grams)

64 15 8 7

Strawberries
1 cup, halves (152 grams)

49 12 3 9

Watermelon
Large slice, 7 ½” diameter x 1” (286 grams)

86 21 1 20

Data obtained from www.cronometer.com. For ease of use, values have been rounded. Fruit is listed in amounts

commonly eaten. Berries are listed as a full cup; reduce portions to 1/4 or 1/2 cup for a very low carb way to enjoy fruit.
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CARB COMPARISON - Bread, Cereals, Rice, and Pasta

These items below are processed foods; they often provide less nutrition per calorie. Look for ways to swap

these out for foods that provide more nutrition in less calories. See Carb Swaps, page 9, for inspiration.

Food Amount
Calories Carbs

(grams)

Fiber

(grams)

Net

Carbs*

Bread - whole wheat
1 slice (36 grams)

114 21 1.2 20

Bread - Ezekiel/sprouted grain or

Pumpernickel

1 slice (34 grams)
80 15 3 12

Bun - hamburger bun (small)
1 bun

120 22 0.8 21

Cereal - Cheerios Multi Grain
1 cup (dry)

110 24 3.0 21

Cereal - Shredded Wheat (Frosted)
1 cup (dry)

196 47 5.6 41

Cereal -Oatmeal (unsweetened)
1/2 cup dry = 1 cup cooked

150 27 4 23

Cereal - grits
1 cup cooked

151 32 1.6 30

Rice - brown
1/2 cup cooked

124 26 1.6 24

Rice - white
1/2  cup cooked

103 22 0.3 22

Rice - wild
1/2  cup cooked

83 17.5 1.5 16

Pasta/Macaroni/Spaghetti
1 cup cooked

221 43 2.5 40

Pasta - Chickpea (Banza GF)
2 oz serving

190 32 5 27

Tortilla - Low Carb Wellness Wrap
1 tortilla

50 16 11.0 5

*Net Carb calculations for this chart used rounded numbers with ALL of the fiber subtracted. For processed foods, it's

better to subtract only half the fiber.  When trying to decrease carb intake, processed foods are the ones to decrease.

BREAD: Is it part of a healthy diet?

If you wish to include some bread in your diet (easier to do if you are shooting for <100 grams carbs/day and not <50

grams or <20 grams), a great choice is sprouted grain bread. Look for “Ezekiel bread” in the freezer section of your

grocery. Sourdough bread can also be a good option. It has a lower “glycemic index” (the rate at

which it raises blood sugar) than most bread. Rye and pumpernickel are also lower on the glycemic

index scale. However, you may find that some of the swaps (later in this handout) could serve as an

acceptable substitute, at least sometimes.
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CARB COMPARISON - Sugary Beverages

Use this chart to compare some of your favorites to see how many carbs you are DRINKING.

Liquid calories aren’t nearly as “satiating” as food calories. Find ways to reduce or eliminate these items

from your diet. See handout “Best Choices in Beverages” for a visual guide of preferred options.

Beverage Amount Calories Carbs

(grams)

Fiber

(grams)

Lemonade - “Simply Light” 1 cup (8 ounces) 25 7 0

Lemonade - Simply Lemonade 1 cup (8 ounces) 120 30 0

Juice - apple 1 cup (8 ounces) 114 28 0.5

Juice - orange 1 cup (8 ounces) 112 26 0.5

Juice - “Simply Light” Orange Juice 1 cup (8 ounces) 50 12 0

Tea - sweet (2 cups sugar/gallon) 1 cup (8 ounces) 96 25 0

Tea - sweet (1 ½ cups sugar/gallon) 1 cup (8 ounces) 73 19 0

Tea - sweet (1 cup sugar/gallon) 1 cup (8 ounces) 48 13 0

Soda/Cola 12 ounces (1 can) 136 35 0

Soda/Cola 20 oz bottle 227 59 0

PROTEIN SHAKES

Your protein shake may also be a significant source of carbs. Refer to the handout “Protein Shakes and

Smoothies” for help selecting ones that are low in carbs, high in protein and that use preferred sugar

substitutes.

SUGAR-FREE BEVERAGES

It’s tempting to replace all your sugary beverages with options that say “sugar free” and “zero calories”.

However, some of these items may be using chemical-based sugar substitutes that are unhealthy. Refer to

handout “Best Choices for Beverages” for help selecting the best options.

ALCOHOL

All forms of alcohol contain calories plus some amount of carbs/sugars, but some choices are better than

others. Alcohol may or may not be an option for you to include in your diet. If it IS something you choose to

include, refer to these two articles from Diet Doctor: “7 Things You Need to Know About Alcohol and the Keto

Diet” and “Low Carb Alcohol Visual Guide.” Please discuss this option more with your medical team.

Direct Access/Julie’s Nutrition Consulting/Healthy Carbs/01.21/Revised 10.22

https://www.dietdoctor.com/low-carb/keto/alcohol
https://www.dietdoctor.com/low-carb/keto/alcohol
https://www.dietdoctor.com/low-carb/alcohol


9
SWAPS TO SAVE CALORIES AND CARBS + DECREASE THE IMPACT OF FOOD ALLERGENS

Read through this list to see which swaps you would like to try! Use the internet to find recipes or click on

some of the links included here. Swaps can save you calories, carbs and many of the unhealthy ingredients

commonly found in ultra processed foods.

Food or

Ingredient

Potential Swap

Bread
● For a sandwich, try making a wrap using lettuce, cabbage or any leafy green.

● “EXTREME Wellness Wraps” may be used for slightly more carbs than the first option

above. Note that these contain wheat, so use as tolerated. And DO NOT get “Mission Carb

Balance” wraps; these contain sucralose and unhealthy oils.

● “Egg White Wraps” may be found near the egg section at the grocery. These could be useful

in a casserole to contain some ingredients (like enchiladas).

● Skip the bun on your burger! Try a bun-less burger instead. Serve with a side of roasted

veggies or a side salad.

● Low-carb bread can be made from almond and coconut flour; “cloud bread” is an example.

Other recipes are on the internet. “Cauliflower Sandwich Thins” are another option.

Pizza/Pizza

crust

● Cauliflower crusts can be found in stores or made yourself. Here’s one you can buy.

● “Fat Head Dough” is an option made from mozzarella cheese and almond flour. It can be

used for pizza crust, calzones, etc.

● Portobello mushrooms make a great base for keto pizza and lasagna. Here’s a pizza recipe,

and here’s one for lasagna.

● You can make low-carb casseroles that highlight the ingredients/flavors in pizza and

lasagna. Maria Emmerich swears by her “Protein Noodle Lasagna.”

● “Cheesy bread” is made from riced broccoli; dip it in lower carb marinara.

Rice
● Use riced cauliflower or riced broccoli instead; try mixing some Mrs. Dash blends or other

seasonings into it after heating it up (lemon pepper flavor goes great with fish; Cajun goes

great with shrimp and/or sausage; Italian blends are great with chicken and fish).

● Try mixing 1 cup riced cauliflower with 1 cup rice to cut the total carbs

Pasta
● Use steamed or sauteed cabbage, zucchini spirals, or spaghetti squash

● You can buy zucchini spirals in the frozen section; or you can make your own if you have a

tool called a “spiralizer”

● When using vegetables in place of pasta, be sure to use paper towels to soak up extra water

content that is released from the vegetable after cooking; this will prevent your sauce (if

using one) from getting watered down.

Crackers or

Tortilla Chips

● Try cucumber or zucchini slices in place of crackers (eat raw and dip food with it)

● “Cheese Crisps” can be purchased or baked yourself; great with taco meat!

Potato
● Roasted radishes, scalloped turnips, and mashed cauliflower are all options

Treats
● Use acceptable sugar substitutes + almond or coconut flour + healthy fats/oils to make

improved versions of your favorite treats. Please note that treats (whether they are made

with regular flour, oil and sugar or with alternative lower-carb ingredients) are not meant

to be eaten daily. They are called “treats” for a reason!

Carb Savings (Examples)

Swap 1 cup riced cauliflower (40 cal, 8 g carb) for 1 cup white rice (205 cal, 45 g carb) to save 165 cal, 37 g carb.

Swap 1 cup spaghetti squash (42 cal, 10 g carb) for 1 cup pasta (221 cal, 45 g carb) to save 179 cal, 35 g carb.

Swap 1 cup sliced cucumber (8 cal, 2 g carb ) for 6 Saltines (75 cal, 13 g carb) and save 67 cal, 11 g carb.

Omit the bun from your burger or bread from your sandwich and save AT LEAST 120 cal, 22 g carb (depends on

the size of the bun!)
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https://www.walmart.com/grocery/ip/Green-Giant-Riced-Veggies-Broccoli-10-oz-Box/558398771
https://youtu.be/8465chERi28
https://www.walmart.com/grocery/ip/Produce-Unbranded-Spaghetti-Squash-Whole-Fresh-1-Each/44391085
https://www.walmart.com/grocery/ip/Green-Giant-Veggie-Spirals-Zucchini-12-oz-Bag/262950480
https://www.walmart.com/grocery/ip/Prep-Solutions-Multipurpose-Countertop-Spiralizer/144437617
https://thebigmansworld.com/keto-cheese-chips/
https://www.gnom-gnom.com/keto-roasted-radishes-potatoes/#recipe
https://thatlowcarblife.com/turnips-au-gratin/
https://www.walmart.com/grocery/ip/Green-Giant-Mashed-Cauliflower-Cheddar-Bacon-20-oz-Box/164256742
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A Few Other Tips To Help Reduce the Impact of Carbs on Blood Sugar

1. Resistant Starches

Resistant starch is a hot topic. Research is showing that it may help reduce insulin resistance, serve as food

for our gut bacteria, provide bulk and satiety at meals and a host of other things. You can read more about it

in this Healthline article. A few food items that contain resistant starch include: raw potatoes, cooked and

cooled potatoes, cooked and cooled rice, green bananas, various legumes, nuts and oats. Most of these foods

are not consumed at all or in significant amounts on VLC. However, if you use strategy #3 below, you may

find that you can include some of these in one meal/day and reap the rewards. For example, try cooking up a

batch of rice on Sunday that you reheat throughout the week. You may even mix this rice with riced

cauliflower for less total carbs but still get your dose of resistant starch.

2. Order in Which You Eat Your Foods

It may surprise you to learn that the order in which you eat the foods at your meal can impact your resulting

blood sugar. When possible, eat the foods with protein and lower carb veggies first, and save the carb-rich,

starchy food for last (easy to do if the starch is a potato, not as easy to do if you are eating pizza). The blood

sugar spike from the meal will likely be less when carbs are eaten last. You may eat less total carbs using this

strategy, simply by filling up on protein (which is satiating) and veggies (which provide fiber) first. And you

may improve your ability to digest the protein portion of the meal by eating it first when the concentration

of stomach acid is higher. Saving fruit to be “dessert” at the end of the meal may also be better tolerated,

using this strategy.

3. Save Carbs for One Meal/Day

Another useful strategy is to eat a very low carb (VLC) diet for 2 of 3 meals and to allow more carbs at one

meal per day. For example, eat a VLC breakfast (e.g. eggs and bacon), lunch (e.g., tuna salad with raw

veggies) and then enjoy dinner with your family. Your dinner meal doesn’t always need to include a

significant amount of carbs, but reasonable serving sizes of your favorite items may be better tolerated using

this strategy. Then, simply get up the next day and do it again.

SUMMARY:

● Carbohydrates can be part of a healthy diet.

● The amount of carbs you tolerate is unique to you. For those who are “insulin resistant”- you

have too much insulin in your body and will need to take measures to reduce insulin in order to

lose weight and improve blood pressure, blood cholesterol, etc.

● Consider having blood work done to see what your fasting insulin level is. This will help you see if

you have a problem with too much insulin. You can also use the TG:HDL ratio to assess it.

● To lose weight, it’s reasonable to shoot for <100 grams per day. Some people may find that <50

grams/day works even better. And some do even better on <20.

● The healthiest carbs are ones that:  have desirable nutrients; naturally contain fiber; are

minimally processed (with single or few ingredients); and may be organic. Shop the perimeter of

the grocery store to easily find them (fresh produce, frozen veggies).

● Things to look out for with processed carbs: many different sources of sugar (including high

fructose corn syrup); sugar substitutes; lack of fiber; “net carb” games that manufacturers play

on processed food items.

● This excellent Healthline article titled “14 Foods to Avoid on Low Carb” serves as an additional

summary.
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