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You may have heard about the Glycemic index and wondered what it was all
about. The Glycemic index is a ranking of carbohydrates based on their immediate effect
on blood glucose (blood sugar) levels. It compares the carbohydrates in foods gram for
gram. Carbohydrates that break down quickly during digestion have the highest Glycemic
indexes. The blood glucose response is fast and high. Carbohydrates that break down
slowly, releasing glucose gradually into the blood stream, have low Glycemic indexes.

Foods with a high Glycemic index convert into sugar very quickly, with negative
physical effects. Foods with a low Glycemic index turn into sugar gradually, helping
maintain your body's chemical balance. In general, foods with a low index are preferable.

Glycemic load measures the amount of sugar a food actually releases in the body.
Foods with a low Glycemic load usually have a low Glycemic index, while other foods
have both a high index and a high load. You should avoid high load foods as a regular
part of your meal plan. When you choose carbohydrate foods, check both their Glycemic
index and Glycemic load. Detailed tables with this information are widely available.

Simply eating more fruits and vegetables is not the answer - they must be the right
fruits and vegetables. Starchy vegetables such as peas or lentils (200 to 250 calories per
cup) are healthy, but they contain more calories than you may want. If you need to eat
more to satisfy your hunger, add low Glycemic load vegetables. For example, spinach
and asparagus are better choices than higher calorie corn and peas. A cup of spinach
topped with 1/2 cup of tomato sauce has only about 90 calories, but it gives you nutrients
from two color groups.

When considering which foods to enjoy sparingly, use color as a guideline. Many
brown and beige carbohydrates, like pasta, beans and potatoes, while healthy, also tend to
be high in calories.

Additional information is available from the UF/IFAS/Monroe County Extension Office,
1100 Simonton Street, #2-260, Key West, FL 33040; phone 305-451-4234 or e-mail
Alicia Betancourt.



