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People with type 2 diabetes are often advised to reduce their carbohydrateintake. But highcarbohydrate whole food, plant-based (WFPB) diets have been associated with better health outcomes for
people with or at risk of developing diabetes.
What explains this apparent contradiction? Why does a WFPB diet for diabetics appear to be effective
despite the carbohydrate content? It all comes down to how whole plant foods—including their
carbohydrates—affect the body.
What are carbohydrates?
All carbohydrates are made up of sugar molecules containing carbon, hydrogen and oxygen. They have
four main molecular structures:
•
•
•
•

Monosaccharides: one sugar molecule
Disaccharides: two bonded sugar molecules
Oligosaccharides: three to ten sugar molecules in a chain
Polysaccharides: long chains of sugar molecules strung together

These carbohydrate structures are found in plants, mushrooms and milk; meat contains no carbohydrates,
and eggs have only a small amount. Monosaccharides and disaccharides are usually grouped together as
“simple” carbohydrates, while oligosaccharides and polysaccharides are referred to as “complex”
carbohydrates.
Carbohydrates are not inherently “good” or “bad.” Many nutritious foods, including fruits and vegetables,
contain both simple and complex carbohydrates. And although carbohydrate molecules make up all plant
structures, diabetics don’t appear to experience blood sugar spikes from eating plant-based diets.
Is a plant-based diet safe for diabetics?
Plant-based dietary patterns are associated with increased insulin sensitivity, not higher blood
sugar.[1] This means the body is able to move sugar out of the blood and into cells more efficiently, where
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it’s used to make energy.[2] Also, the fiber in whole plant foods slows the release of sugar as food is
metabolized, preventing the blood sugar spikes associated with low-fiber refined carbohydrates.
Overweight and obese individuals who adopt whole food, plant-based diets can also benefit from losing
excess weight, which in turn increases insulin sensitivity. Keeping insulin at reasonable levels regulates
hunger by allowing leptin, the satiety hormone, to trigger feelings of fullness.[3] Combined with fiber’s
satiating effects, this can prevent overeating and make it easier to maintain a healthy weight. Weight loss
combined with plant-based eating patterns may also reduce the amount of fat stored in the liver[4]—an
independent risk factor for type 2 diabetes.[5]
These effects may be why carbohydrates from plant-based foods are usually shown to
be protective against diabetes when compared to highly refined carbohydrates.[6]
A whole food, plant-based diet accomplishes these goals. Even though it’s higher in carbohydrates,
diabetics benefit from these types of carbohydrates.
What are good carbs for a diabetic to eat?
Plant-based doctors and the American Diabetes Association[7] agree that carbohydrates from plant foods
are the best choice for diabetics. A WFPB diet provides a wide range of nutrients to support health,
among which carbohydrates are only one component.
Diabetics may get particular benefits from eating beans, which contain a type of carbohydrate
called resistant starch. This starch doesn’t break down during digestion, and therefore has no effect on
blood sugar levels.[8] Instead, it travels to the colon, where gut bacteria metabolize it to produce beneficial
byproducts like short-chain fatty acids. Emphasizing beans in the diet as a source of protein and
carbohydrate may improve blood sugar control even better than switching from refined grains to whole
grains.[9]

To enjoy the best results from a plant-based diet for diabetics:
•
•
•
•

Emphasize complex carbohydrates from beans, whole grains, fruits, vegetables, nuts and seeds
Choose non-starchy vegetables like leafy greens, carrots and peppers more often than starchy
vegetables like potatoes and squash[10]
Stick with low-sugar fruits like berries, kiwis, melons and citrus fruits [11]until blood sugar starts
to stabilize
Avoid foods with the fiber removed, such as refined grains, refined sugars and fruit juices
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Adopting these habits creates the kind of healthful dietary patterns associated with lower diabetes
risk,[12] which include a balance of plant-based proteins and healthy fats in addition to carbohydrates.
Scientific reviews of vegetarian diets and diabetes demonstrate that the “most important” characteristics
are increasing whole plant foods and reducing saturated and trans fats.[13]
A WFPB diet accomplishes these goals. Even though it’s higher in carbohydrates, diabetics benefit from
the types of carbohydrates—along with the other nutrients—in plants. From promoting healthier body
weight to increasing insulin sensitivity, carbohydrates from whole plants can improve health outcomes in
cases of type 2 diabetes.
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