
Carbohydrate Counting Information 

Carbohydrate counting is a method of calculating the grams of carbohydrate you eat at meals and 
snacks. The reason you focus on counting grams of carbohydrate is because carbohydrates tend 
to have the greatest effect on your blood sugar. It is easier to fit in combination foods such as 
soups and frozen dinners because you look at the grams of carbohydrate listed on the package, 
rather than trying to calculate how that particular food fits into the more traditional exchange 
meal plan. Also, some people find they can control their blood sugars more precisely. 
Carbohydrate counting can be used by anyone with diabetes - not just people taking insulin. This 
method can assure that the right amount of carbohydrate is eaten at each meal and snack. Now 
that foods are more clearly labeled, it is easy to find the carbohydrate content of packaged foods.  

In order to count carbohydrates, you must begin by knowing your meal plan and the average 
carbohydrate values of the food groups. If you don't have some form of a meal plan developed 
by your health care team, you will be unable to figure out how many grams of carbohydrate you 
are supposed to eat at each meal and snack. Start by making sure you know the average amount 
of carbohydrates per serving in each food group. Measuring equipment, such as a food scale, 
measuring cups and spoons, is essential and probably the most frequently used tool will be food 
labels to help you in Carbohydrate counting. 
 
Sample Meal Plan 
Food Groups Breakfast Snack Lunch Snack Dinner Snack

Starch             

Fruit             

Vegetable             

Milk             

Protein             

Fat             

Carbohydrates             

Most of the carbohydrates we eat come from three food groups: starch, fruit and milk. 
Vegetables also contain some carbohydrates, but foods in the meat and fat groups contain very 
little carbohydrates. This list shows the average amount of carbohydrates in each food group per 
serving:  

  Carbohydrate Grams   Carbohydrate Grams
Starch 15 Vegetable 5 
Fruit 15 Meat 0 
Milk 12 Fat 0 
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Each meal and snack will contain a total number of grams of carbohydrates. 
 
It is more important to know your carbohydrate allowance for each meal and snack than it 
is to know your total for the day. The amount of carbohydrates eaten at each meal should 
remain consistent (unless you learn to adjust your insulin for a change in the amount of 
carbohydrates eaten). If you eat more food than is recommended on your meal plan, your blood 
sugar goes up. Although foods containing carbohydrate have the most impact on blood sugars, 
the calories from all foods will affect blood sugar. The only way you can tell if you are eating the 
right amount is to measure your foods carefully.    

Fitting Sugar in Your Meal Plan  

Most people with diabetes can eat foods containing sugar as long as the total amount of 
carbohydrate for that meal or snack is consistent and sugar foods are added within the context of 
healthy eating. Many research studies have shown that meals which contain sugar do not make 
the blood sugar rise higher than meals of equal carbohydrate levels which do not contain sugar. 
However, if the sugar-containing meal contains more carbohydrates, the blood sugar levels will 
go up.   

Controlling all carbohydrates  

It is important to realize that sugar is not the only carbohydrate that you have to "control." The 
body will convert all carbohydrates to glucose - so eating extra servings of rice, pasta, bread, 
fruit or other carbohydrates foods will make the blood sugar rise. Just because something doesn't 
have sugar in it doesn't mean you can eat as much as you want. Your meal plan is designed so 
that the carbohydrate content of your meals remains as consistent as possible from day to day.  
Although sugar does not cause the blood sugar to rise any higher than other carbohydrates, it 
should be eaten along with other healthy foods. High sugar foods are more concentrated in 
carbohydrates.  In addition, many sugar-containing foods also contain a lot of fat. Foods such as 
cookies, pastries, ice cream and cakes should be avoided largely because of the fat content and 
because they don't contribute much nutritional value. If you do want a "sweet" - make a low-fat 
choice, such as low-fat frozen yogurt, gingersnaps, fig bars or graham crackers and substitute it 
for another carbohydrate on your meal plan. 

Talk with your diabetes educator, dietitian, or doctor to select the best "sweet" choices for your 
meal plan.  

Source: Joslin Diabetes Center. 2004.  www.joslin.org 
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