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What is a glycemic index?

1.	 Know the difference. Foods with a higher GI (for example- white bread) are 
quickly digested, which makes the blood sugar rise and fall rapidly. This can 
make you feel tired, hungry, and cranky. Lower GI foods, on the other hand, 
are digested slowly and keep blood sugar levels steady. Foods from this 
category give you more energy and help you feel full in between meals. 

2.	 Experience better health with a low GI diet. A diet rich in low GI foods 
has these proven health benefits: 
•	 Improved blood sugar in people with diabetes. 
•	 Lower insulin levels (high insulin levels are tied to type 2 diabetes)
•	 Better cholesterol levels
•	 Weight control  
•	 Reduced risk for type 2 diabetes
•	 Decreased risk for heart attack and stroke

3.	 Chose wisely. Include low to medium GI foods in your diet as often as 
possible. 

 4.	 Don’t shun all high GI foods. A high GI doesn’t necessarily mean a food 
is “bad” or unhealthy. You can still include high GI fruits and vegetables 
as part of your healthy diet. You should make it a point though, to avoid 
processed foods as much as possible—these generally have a higher GI 
(and are high in fat, calories, and/or bad carbs). 

5.	 Be aware of “glycemic load” and portions. Some experts feel that glycemic 
load (GL) is a better way to measure a food’s effect on blood sugar because 
it counts how much of the carbohydrate you are eating. Like GI, lower 
glycemic loads are better. Use this equation to calculate GL:

Glycemic load= GI/100 x grams of carbohydrate
If you would rather not get into calculations, simply choose foods with a 

lower glycemic index or load and eat reasonable portion sizes. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
American Council on Exercise

American Diabetes Association

The University of Sydney

THE GLYCEMIC INDEX (GI) IS A MEASURE OF HOW A CARBOHYDRATE-CONTAINING 
FOOD AFFECTS BLOOD SUGAR LEVELS. BASED ON ITS VALUE FROM 0-100, A FOOD IS 
CONSIDERED TO HAVE A HIGH, MEDIUM, OR LOW GI. HAVING A BASIC UNDERSTANDING 
OF THIS CONCEPT WILL ALLOW YOU TO SELECT FOODS THAT LEAD TO A HEALTHIER, MORE 
ENERGIZED YOU.

Low (55 or less) Medium (56-69) High (70 or more)

•	 100% stone-ground 
whole wheat or 
pumpernickel bread

•	 Oatmeal (rolled or 
steel-cut), oat bran, 
muesli

•	 Pasta, converted rice, 
barley, bulgur

•	 Sweet potato, corn, 
yam, lima/butter 
beans, peas, legumes 
and lentils

•	 Most fruits, non-
starchy vegetables  
and carrots

•	 Whole wheat, rye 
and pita bread

•	 Quick oats
•	 Brown, wild or 

basmati rice, 
couscous

•	 White bread or bagel
•	 Corn flakes, puffed 

rice, bran flakes, 
instant oatmeal

•	 Shortgrain white rice, 
rice pasta, macaroni 
and cheese from mix

•	 Russet potato, 
pumpkin

•	 Pretzels, rice cakes, 
popcorn, saltine 
crackers

•	 Melons and 
pineapple

Source: American Diabetes Association (2013)*

*Click here for a more complete table of glycemic indices and loads
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