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CARBOHYDRATE BASICS
Carbohydrate-rich foods like potatoes have been getting a bad rap lately. Many of today’s most popular fad 
diets recommend restricting all or specific carbohydrate-rich foods. This is unfortunate because carbohydrates 
have many important functions and eliminating them from the diet is neither necessary nor healthy.  
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CARBOHYDRATES

FUNCTIONS OF CARBOHYDRATES
The primary function of carbohydrates is to provide energy to 
the cells of the body, particularly the brain. While most body 
tissues and organs prefer carbohydrate as their primary fuel 
source, some, like the brain, red and white blood cells, and 
certain parts of the kidney require it.1 Carbohydrates are also 
an important fuel for the muscles during exercise, particularly 
intense and/or prolonged exercise, and as such are key to 
optimal athletic performance.2

In fact, carbohydrates are so crucial to the body that if you 
don’t consume adequate amounts in your diet, your body will 
have to make them—a process known as “gluconeogenesis” 
(literally translated “to make new glucose”). The most common 
gluconeogenic substrates are amino acids derived from both 
dietary sources of protein and body proteins such as muscle 
and vital organs.2 Thus, while the body can survive without 
carbohydrates; it does so at the expense of the body’s protein 
pool and consequently does not function optimally.2

CARBOHYDRATE CLASSIFICATION 
Carbohydrates can be broadly classified as simple or complex, 
based on their chemical structure.

Simple carbohydrates, as their name implies, have a simple 
chemical structure consisting of one or two sugar molecules. 
Examples include the monosaccharides (single sugars)—glucose, 
fructose, galactose—and the disaccharides (two sugars)—sucrose, 
lactose, and maltose. Most fruits and dairy products contain an 
abundance of simple sugars. Soft drinks, ice cream, sweets and 
pastries also contain significant amounts of simple sugars.3  

Complex carbohydrates, including starch, glycogen, fiber 
and resistant starch, have a more complex chemical structure, 
containing two or more sugar molecules linked together.3

Glycogen is the body’s storage form of glucose, while starch is 
a plant’s storage form of glucose. Foods rich in starch include 
grains, cereals and most vegetables, particularly beans, peas, 
corn and potatoes.3  
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Fiber is a unique type of complex carbohydrate. Our bodies 
lack the enzymes to digest and absorb fiber so, unlike other 
carbohydrates, fiber does not provide calories. Fiber is found 
naturally only in plant foods. Fiber-rich foods include beans 
and legumes, fruits, vegetables and whole grains.4 

A type of complex carbohydrate that is gaining interest among 
nutrition scientists is resistant starch. Like fiber, resistant starch 
cannot be digested or absorbed in the small intestine, thus, 
it travels to the large intestine where it undergoes digestion 
in the colon (referred to as “colonic fermentation”).5 Resistant 
starch shares similar physiological functions to fiber. Emerging 
evidence from animal studies and limited human research 
suggests  that it may help improve gastrointestinal motility, 
maintain bowel regularity, favorably impact blood glucose 
and lipid levels, decrease energy density and enhance satiety 
when consumed with protein.5-7 The future offers exciting 
opportunities to expand this growing field of research to see if 
the results will hold for larger samples of humans. 

Of particular interest is the effect that resistant starch may have 
on the colonic environment (particularly its ability to stimulate 
the production of “good bacteria”).8 Natural resistant starch 
is found in foods such as legumes, bananas (especially under-
ripe, slightly green bananas), some unprocessed whole grains 
and certain vegetables such as peas and potatoes.7 The amount 
of resistant starch found in potatoes is highly dependent upon 
preparation methods. Cooking and then cooling potatoes 
significantly increases resistant starch.9

CARBOHYDRATE RECOMMENDATIONS
The current RDA for carbohydrates is 130 grams per day based 
on the amount needed to optimally support the central nervous 
system (i.e., the brain).1 If you engage in physical activity, 
you need more carbohydrate. How much more depends on 
the intensity and duration of your exercise.10 The Food and 
Nutrition Board of the Institute of Medicine (the government 
body that sets the RDA) has recommended an acceptable 
macronutrient distribution range (AMDR) for carbohydrates 
of 45-65% of total daily energy intake.1

CARBOHYDRATES AND YOUR HEALTH
According to the 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 
following a healthy eating pattern has been shown to reduce the 
risk of a number of chronic diseases including cardiovascular 
disease, Type 2 diabetes, certain cancers and some neurocognitive 
disorders. The 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines state that for most 
individuals, following a healthy eating pattern would include an 
increase in total vegetable intake from all vegetable subgroups, 
in nutrient-dense forms and an increase in the variety of different 
vegetables consumed over time.11 

CARBOHYDRATE CONTENT OF  
SELECT VEGETABLES

 FOOD CARBOHYDRATE 
(GRAMS)12

Broccoli 
(1 medium stalk; 5.3 oz) 8
Carrot 
(1 carrot 7” long; 2.8 oz) 7
Cauliflower 
( 1.6 medium head; 3.5 oz) 5
Green (snap) beans
(3/4 cup; 3.0 oz) 5
Potato 
(1 medium; 5.3 oz) 26
Summer squash 
(1/2 medium; 3.5 oz) 4
Sweet corn 
(1 medium ear; 3.2 oz) 18
Sweet potato 
(1 medium; 4.6 oz) 23
Tomato 
(1 medium; 5.3 oz) 5

Some people hold the misconception that they need to cut out 
carbohydrates to manage body weight. But scientific consensus 
asserts that excess calories are to blame for weight gain, not diet 
composition.11 Instead of restricting carbohydrates from your 
diet, practice common sense when selecting carbohydrate-rich 
foods—choose nutrient dense whole grains, fruits and vegetables.

One medium-sized potato, for example, contains zero fat and 
cholesterol for a satisfying 110 calories. Eaten with the skin, the 
potato is an excellent source of vitamin C and a good source of 
potassium and vitamin B6.
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For more nutrition information,  
please visit potatogoodness.com /PotatoGoodness 
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DIRECTIONS
Remove sausage from casing and crumble into a medium skillet with onion. 
Cook for 10 minutes or until both are browned, breaking up sausage with 
the back of a spoon. 

Stir together ricotta, basil, garlic powder and egg white in a small bowl. 
Spread 1/2 cup marinara sauce in the bottom of a 9-inch square baking 
dish. Place 1/3 of the potatoes in the bottom of the dish, forming a solid 
layer with no gaps. Drop 1/2 the ricotta mixture in spoonfuls over the top 
and spread out just a little.  Sprinkle with 1/3 of the mozzarella and 1/2 the 
sausage mixture. Add 1/2 cup more sauce then repeat potato, cheese and 
meat layers. 

Top with the last layer of potatoes, remaining sauce and mozzarella. Cover 
with plastic wrap and make a small slit to vent. Microwave on HIGH for 30 
minutes or until potatoes are tender. 
Nutritional analysis per serving: Calories: 300, Fat: 11g, Saturated Fat: 4.5g, Trans Fat: 0g, Cholesterol: 40mg, 
Sodium: 640mg, Potassium: 377mg, Carbohydrates: 27g, Fiber: 3g, Sugar: 7g, Protein: 18g, Vitamin A: 10%, 
Vitamin C: 50%, Calcium: 25%, Iron: 10%

QUICK & HEALTHY  

GLUTEN-FREE POTATO LASAGNA 
Prep time: 20 minutes

Cook time: 40 minutes
Servings: 6

INGREDIENTS 
2 links Italian turkey sausage

1 1/2 cups chopped onion

1 cup fat-free ricotta cheese

1 teaspoon dried basil or  
Italian seasoning

1/2 teaspoon garlic powder

1 egg white

2 cups gluten-free  
marinara sauce, divided

1 1/4 pounds thinly sliced  
Yukon Gold potatoes divided

1 cup shredded part-skim 
mozzarella cheese, divided

For more healthy recipes and nutrition information,  
please visit potatogoodness.com

/PotatoGoodness 


