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10 steps to a healthy low GI diet for everybody, every day, every meal
❏ Eat seven or more servings of fruit and vegetables every day
❏ Eat low GI breads and cereals, especially whole-grain versions
❏ Eat more legumes including soybeans, chickpeas, and lentils
❏ Eat nuts regularly
❏ Eat more fish and seafood
❏ Eat lean red meat, skinless chicken, and eggs
❏ Eat low fat dairy foods or calcium-enriched soy products
❏ Eat less saturated fat and replace bad fats with good mono- and polyunsaturated fats
❏ Moderate your alcohol intake
❏ Minimize your use of salt
Understanding the GI
Using the Shopper’s Guide
We have put together this handy guide full of GI values to help you put those low GI smart carb food choices into your shopping cart and on your plate. By doing so, you’ll satisfy your hunger, increase your energy levels, and eliminate your desire to eat more than you should.
Some foods that have been tested by accredited laboratories display the certified GI symbol. But what about the rest? With tables listing the GI of hundreds of foods—from breads and breakfast bars to fruit juice, fruit, and vegetables—this book will save you time in the supermarket by directing you to the best low GI foods available.
You can use the GI tables on pages 96–255 to:
❏ find the GI of your favorite foods
❏ compare foods within a category (two types of bread, for example)
❏ improve your diet by finding a low GI substitute for high GI foods
❏ put together a low GI meal
❏ shop for low GI foods
The GI explained
The GI is a physiologically based measure of the effect carbohydrates have on blood glucose levels. It provides an easy and delicious way to eat a healthy diet and, at the same time, control fluctuations in blood glucose. After testing hundreds of foods around the world, scientists have now found that foods with a low GI will have less of an effect on blood glucose levels than foods with a high GI.
❏ Carbohydrates that break down rapidly during digestion, releasing glucose quickly into the bloodstream, have a high GI.
❏ Carbohydrates that break down slowly, releasing glucose gradually into the bloodstream, have a low GI.
The rate of carbohydrate digestion has important implications for everybody. For most people, foods with a low GI have advantages over those with a high GI. They can:
❏ Improve blood glucose control
❏ Increase satiety, as they are more filling and satisfying and reduce appetite
❏ Facilitate weight loss
❏ Improve blood fat profiles
❏ Reduce risks of developing diabetes, heart disease, and certain types of cancer
What are the benefits of a low GI diet?
Knowing the GI values of individual foods is your key to the enormous health benefits of a low GI diet.
Low GI eating has science on its side. It’s not a fad diet. There are no strict rules or regimens to follow. It’s essentially about making simple adjustments to your usual eating habits—such as swapping one type of bread or breakfast cereal for another.
You’ll find that you can live with it for life.
Low GI eating:
❏ Reduces your insulin levels and helps you burn fat
❏ Lowers your cholesterol levels
❏ Helps control your appetite
❏ Halves your risk of heart disease and diabetes
❏ Is suitable for your whole family
❏ Means you are eating foods closer to the way nature intended
❏ Doesn’t defy common sense!
Not only that: you will feel better and have more energy—and you don’t have to deprive or discipline yourself. A low GI diet is easy and has particular benefits for people who are overweight or have diabetes, hypertension, elevated blood fats, heart disease, or the metabolic syndrome (Syndrome X).
Understanding the GI of foods helps you choose the right amount of carbohydrate and the right sort of carbohydrate for your long-term health and well-being.
A low GI diet has been scientifically proven to help people:
❏ With type 1 diabetes
❏ With type 2 diabetes
❏ With gestational diabetes (diabetes during pregnancy)
❏ Who are overweight
❏ Who have a normal weight but excess abdominal fat (central obesity or a potbelly)
❏ Whose blood glucose levels are higher than desirable
❏ Who have been told they have prediabetes, “impaired glucose tolerance,” or a “touch of diabetes”
❏ With high levels of triglycerides and low levels of HDL cholesterol (“good” cholesterol)
❏ With metabolic syndrome (insulin resistance syndrome or Syndrome X)
❏ Who suffer from polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS)
❏ Who suffer from fatty liver disease (NAFLD or NASH)
If you would like to know more about the beneficial effects eating low GI foods can have on the above conditions, please refer to our other New Glucose Revolution books, a complete list of which is shown at the beginning of this book.
Low GI eating
Making the change
Eating the low GI way simply involves replacing high GI foods in your diet with low GI foods. This could mean eating muesli at breakfast instead of wheat flakes, low GI bread instead of normal white or whole wheat bread, or a sparkling apple juice in place of a soft drink.
You don’t need to count numbers or do any sort of mental arithmetic to make sure you are eating a healthy low GI diet.
Tips for putting the GI into practice
The GI only applies to carbohydrate-rich foods
The foods we eat contain three main nutrients: protein, carbohydrate, and fat. Some foods, such as meat, are high in protein, while bread is high in carbohydrate and butter is high in fat. We need to consume a variety of foods (in varying proportions) to provide all three nutrients, but the GI applies only to carbohydrate-rich foods. It is impossible for us to measure a GI value for foods that contain negligible carbohydrate. These foods include meats, fish, chicken, eggs, cheese, nuts, oils, cream, butter, and most vegetables. There are other nutritional aspects that you could consider in choosing these foods: for example, the amount and type of fats they contain.
The GI is not intended to be used in isolation
The GI of a food does not make it good or bad for us. While you will benefit from eating low GI foods at each meal, this doesn’t have to be at the exclusion of all others. High GI foods like potatoes and bread still make valuable nutritional contributions to our diet. And low GI foods like pastry that are high in saturated fat are no better for us because of their low GI. The nutritional benefits of different foods are many and varied, and it is advisable for you to base your food choices on the overall nutritional content of a food, particularly considering the saturated fat, salt, and fiber in addition to GI.
You don’t need to add up the GI each day
In some of our early books we included sample menus and calculated an estimated GI for the day. As our understanding of the GI grew and we talked to our clients and heard from our readers, we realized this made life complicated for them. No calculations are necessary! Although we can predict the GI of a menu for the whole day, we can’t predict the GI of many recipes, especially those using flour. That’s why we now prefer simply to categorize foods as low, medium, or high GI in most circumstances. We have also found that many people who substitute low for high GI foods in their everyday meals and snacks reduce the overall GI of their diet, gain better blood glucose control, and lose weight.
You don’t need to be pedantic about GI values
Whether a food’s GI is 59 or 61 isn’t biologically relevant. Normal day-to-day variation in the human body could obscure the difference in these values. Generally a variation of more than 5 could be considered different.
This for that—substituting low GI for high GI foods
Simply substituting high GI foods with low GI alternatives will give your overall diet a lower GI and deliver the benefits of low GI eating. Here’s how you can put slow carbs to work in your day by cutting back consumption of high GI foods and replacing them with alternatives that are just as tasty.
If you are currently eating this (high GI) food | Choose this (low GI) alternative instead |
---|---|
Cookies | A slice of whole-grain bread or toast with jam or fruit spread |
Breads such as soft white or whole wheat; smooth textured breads, rolls, scones | Dense breads with whole grains, whole-grain and stoneground flour, and sourdough |
Breakfast cereals—most commercial, processed cereals including corn flakes, Rice Krispies, shredded wheat | Traditional rolled oats, muesli, and the commercial low GI brands listed in the tables. Look for the low GI symbol |
Cakes and pastries | Raisin toast, fruited-bread, and fruited-buns are healthier baked options; yogurts and low fat mousses also make great snacks or desserts |
Chips and other packaged snacks such as cheese curls, pretzels, potato sticks | Fresh grapes or cherries; dried fruit and nuts |
Crackers | Crisp vegetable strips such as carrot, pepper, or celery |
Doughnuts and croissants | Skim milk cappuccino or smoothie |
French fries | Leave them out! Have salad or extra vegetables instead. Corn on the cob or coleslaw are better takeout options |
Candy | Chocolate is lower GI but high in fat. Healthier options are raisins, dried apricots, and other dried fruits |
Muesli bars | Try a nut bar or dried fruit and nut mix. Look for the low GI symbol |
Potatoes | Prepare smaller amounts of potato and add some sweet potato or sweet corn. Canned new potatoes are an easy and lower GI option. You can also try sweet potato, yam, taro, or baby new potatoes—or just replace with other low GI or no-GI vegetables |
Rice, especially large servings of it in dishes such as risotto, and fried rice | Try Basmati or Converted Long Grain Rice, pearled barley, cracked wheat (bulgur), quinoa, pasta, or noodles |
Soft drink and fruit juice drink | Use a diet variety if you drink these often. Fruit juice has a lower GI (but it is not a lower calorie option). Water is best |
Sugar | Moderate the quantity. Consider 100% pure floral honey, apple juice, and fructose as alternatives |
Your GI Q&A
Does low carb automatically mean low GI?
Not at all. Low carb is just about quantity; it simply means that a food or meal does not contain much carbohydrate at all. It says nothing about the quality of the carbs in the food or meal on your plate. You could be eating a low carb meal, but the carbs have a medium or high GI. Low GI, on the other hand, is all about quality. Whether you are a moderate or high carb eater, low GI carbs (whole-grain breads, legumes/beans, many fruits and vegetables) will have significant health benefits—promoting weight control, reducing your blood glucose and insulin levels throughout the day, and increasing your sense of feeling full and satisfied after eating. We suggest that you make the most of quality carbs and reap the add-on health benefits such as:
❏ Vitamin E from whole-grain cereals
❏ Vitamin C, beta-carotene, and potassium from fruits and vegetables
❏ Vitamin B6 from bananas and whole-grain cereals
❏ Pantothenic acid, zinc, iron, and magnesium from whole grains and legumes
❏ Antioxidants and phytochemicals from all plant foods
❏ Fiber, which comes from all of the above and doesn’t come from any animal food
Why do many high-fiber foods have a high GI value?
Dietary fiber is not one chemical constituent like fat and protein. It is composed of many different sorts of molecules and can be divided into soluble and insoluble types. Soluble fiber is often viscous (thick and jelly-like) in solution and remains viscous even in the small intestine. For this reason it makes it harder for enzymes to move around and digest the food. Foods with more-soluble fiber, like apples, oats, and beans, therefore have low GI values.
Insoluble fiber, on the other hand, is not viscous and doesn’t slow digestion unless it’s acting like a fence to inhibit access by enzymes (e.g., the bran around intact kernels). When insoluble fiber is finely milled, the enzymes have free reign, allowing rapid digestion. Whole wheat bread and white bread have similar GI values. Brown pasta and brown rice have similar values to their white counterparts.
Should I avoid all high GI foods?
There is no need to eat only low GI foods. While you will benefit from eating low GI foods at each meal, this doesn’t have to be to the exclusion of all others. When eaten with protein foods or low GI foods, the overall GI value of the meal will be about medium.
What GI number should a person aim for when trying to diet?
The simple answer is there’s no formula. You don’t need to add up the GI each day. In fact there’s no counting at all as there is with calories. The basic technique for eating the low GI way is simply switching the high GI carbs in your diet with low GI foods. So, what you need to aim for is identifying the high GI carbs in your current diet and swapping them for some quality low GI carbs. When you’re looking at GI values it’s best to compare like with like, one bread with another, for example, rather than “bread” with “fruit.” This way you’ll be comparing foods of similar nutritional value which will help you to make an appropriate swap from the high GI to the low GI version. Try keeping these simple guidelines in mind:
Every day you need to:
❏ Eat at least three meals—don’t skip meals. Eat snacks, too, if you are hungry.
❏ Eat fruit at least twice—fresh, cooked, dried, juices.
❏ Eat vegetables at least twice—cooked, raw, salads, soups, juices, and snacks.
❏ Eat a cereal at least once—such as bread, breakfast cereal, pasta, noodles, rice, and other grains in a whole-grain or low GI form.
❏ Accumulate 60 minutes of physical activity (including incidental activity and planned exercise).
Every week you need to:
❏ Eat beans, peas, and/or lentils—at least twice. This includes baked beans, chickpeas, red kidney beans, butter beans, split peas, and foods made from them such as hummus and dhal.
❏ Eat fish and seafood at least once, preferably three times, each week—fresh, smoked, frozen, or canned.
❏ Eat nuts regularly—just a tiny handful.
3 steps to a balanced low GI meal
1 is for carb
It’s an essential, although sometimes forgotten, part of a balanced meal. What do you feel like? A grain like rice, barley, or cracked wheat? Pasta, noodles, or bean vermicelli? Or perhaps a high carb vegetable like corn, sweet potato, or legumes? Include at least one low GI carb per meal.
2 is for protein
Include some protein at each meal. It lowers the glycemic load by replacing some of the carbohydrate—not all! It also helps satisfy the appetite.
3 is for fruit and vegetables
This is the part we often go without. If anything it should have the highest priority in a meal, but a meal based solely on fruit and low carb vegetables won’t be sustaining for long. A plain salad sandwich is a recipe for hunger.
What’s a serving?
Indulgences
2 tablespoons cream, sour cream
1 oz chocolate
1 small slice (about 1½ oz) cake
1 small bag (1 oz) potato chips
2 standard alcoholic drinks (a 5-oz glass of wine, 1½ oz of
distilled spirits, or a 12-oz beer)
Fish, seafood, lean meats, poultry, eggs & alternatives
3 oz (cooked) boneless meat, fish, or chicken
3 oz canned fish
2 eggs
1½ oz reduced-fat cheese or 1 oz full-fat cheese
3½ oz tofu
Legumes
½ cup cooked lentils, chickpeas, beans
Low fat dairy or alternative
1 cup milk or soy milk
1 cup yogurt
Nuts & oils
2 teaspoons olive or canola oil
1 tablespoon oil-based vinaigrette
½ oz nuts
¼ cup avocado
Breads, cereals, rice, pasta, noodles, grains
1 slice bread
½ cup cooked rice, pasta, or noodles
½ cup cereal
Fruit & juices
1 medium piece of fruit
1 cup small fruit pieces
½ cup juice
Vegetables
½ cup cooked vegetables
1 cup raw or salad vegetables
Low GI shopping
Planning to shop
The perfect place to get started on healthy low GI eating is the supermarket, whether you are pushing a cart up and down the aisles or shopping online. This is where we make those hurried or impulsive decisions that have a big impact.
Spend a little time each day, or weekly if it suits, planning what to eat when. It makes life simpler. Meal planning is just writing down what you intend to eat for the main meals of the week, then checking your fridge and pantry for ingredients available and noting what you need to purchase.
Our shopping list on pages 24 to 35 will help you stock the pantry and fridge with the staples you require to turn out a meal in minutes. To make your own shopping list, use the same headings. They will take you to the appropriate aisles of the supermarket or to the shops you usually favor. We’ve included convenience foods such as canned beans, bagged salads, bottled sauces and pastes, canned fruits, and chopped vegetables (fresh and frozen) in the list. There’s no need to feel guilty about using these items. Although some convenience items such as frozen vegetables or canned beans may be a little more expensive, the time savings and health benefits can outweigh the costs.
Making sense of food labeling
Often we’re asked questions like: “What should I look for on the label?” and “Can I believe what it says?” There’s lots of information on food labels these days, but unfortunately, very few people know how to interpret it correctly. Often the claims on the front of the package don’t mean quite what you think.
Here are some prime examples:
Cholesterol free—Be careful, the food may still be high in fat.
Fat reduced—But is it low fat? Compare fat per 100 grams between products.
No added sugar—Do you realize it could still raise your blood glucose?
Lite—Light in what? It could mean simply light in color.
Understanding nutrition information
To get the hard facts on the nutritional value of a food, look at the Nutrition Facts table on the package. Here you’ll find the details regarding the fat, calories, carbohydrate, fiber, and sodium content of the food.
These are the key points to look for:
Calories—This is a measure of how much energy we get from a food. For a healthy diet we need to eat more foods with a low energy density in combination with smaller amounts of high energy dense foods.
To assess the energy density, look at the calories per 100 grams. Solid foods with a low energy density contain less than 120 calories per 100 grams.
Total Fat—Seek low saturated fat content, ideally less than 10 percent of the total fat. For example, if the total fat content per serving is 10 grams, you want saturated fat to be less than 1 gram.
Total Carbohydrate—This is the starch plus any naturally occurring and added sugars in the food. There’s no need to look at the sugar figure separately since it’s the total carbohydrate that matters most. You might check the total carb if you were monitoring your carbohydrate intake and to calculate the glycemic load of the serving. (See page 49 for more information about the GL.)
Dietary Fiber—Most of us don’t eat enough fiber, so seek out foods that are high in fiber. A high-fiber food contains more than 3 grams of fiber per serving.
Sodium—This is a measure of the unhealthy part of salt in our food. Our bodies need some salt, but most people consume far more than they need. Canned foods in particular tend to be high in sodium. Check the sodium content per 100 grams next time you buy—a low salt food contains less than 120 milligrams of sodium per 100 grams. Many packaged foods and convenience meals are well above this. Aim for less than 450 milligrams per 100 grams with these foods, or at least aim to consume higher sodium types infrequently.
Choose iodized salt because we’re all running low on iodine for optimum thyroid function.
Look out for this shopping cart icon for ways to cut your food budget and increase your healthy eating habits.
YOUR SHOPPING LIST
The bakery
❏ Fruited bread
❏ Low GI bread
Whole-grain
Sourdough
Soy and Linseed
❏ Muffins, English-style
❏ Pita bread
The refrigerator case
❏ Cheese
Cottage cheese / ricotta, reduced fat
Grated cheese, reduced fat
Parmesan cheese
Sliced cheese, reduced fat
❏ Dairy desserts
Custard, low fat
Mousse, low fat
❏ Dips
Hummus
❏ Fruit juice
Apple juice
Cranberry juice
Look for fruit juices that are “100% pure” and “unsweetened.” And remember not to overdo it—one serving is ½ cup.
Grapefruit juice
Orange juice
❏ Margarine, canola-based
❏ Milk
Low fat
Low fat, flavored
Skim
❏ Noodles, fresh
Many Asian noodles, such as “wet” egg noodles, udon, and rice vermicelli, have low to intermediate GI values because of their dense texture, whether they are made from wheat or rice flour.
❏ Pasta, fresh
Ravioli
Tortellini
❏ Soy products
Soy milk, low fat, calcium-enriched
Soy yogurt
Soy frozen dessert
❏ Sushi
❏ Tofu
❏ Yogurt
Low fat natural yogurt provides the most calcium for the fewest calories. Have vanilla or fruit versions as a dessert, or use natural yogurt as a condiment in savory dishes.
Drinkable yogurt, low fat
Fruit or vanilla flavored, low fat
Plain/natural, low fat
The freezer
❏ Frozen berries
Berries can make any dessert special. Using frozen ones means you don’t have to wait until berry season.
Blueberries
Raspberries
Strawberries
❏ Frozen fruit desserts or gelato
❏ Frozen vegetables
Frozen vegetables are handy to add to a quick meal.
Beans
Broccoli
Cauliflower
Corn
Mixed vegetables
Peas
Spinach
Stir-fry mix
❏ Frozen yogurt
Frozen yogurt is a fantastic substitute for ice cream. Some products even have a similar creamy texture, but with much less fat.
❏ Ice cream
Vanilla or flavored, reduced or low fat
Fresh fruit and vegetables
❏ Basics
Carrots
Chili peppers
Corn on the cob
Garlic
Ginger
Lemons or limes
Onions
Sweet potato
Taro
Yam
❏ Fruit, fresh, depending on season
Apples
Apricots
Grapefruit
Grapes
Mango
Oranges
Peaches
Pears
Strawberries
❏ Herbs, fresh, depending on season
Fresh herbs are available in most supermarkets and there really is no substitute for the flavor they impart.
Basil
Chives
Cilantro
Mint
Parsley
❏ Leafy green and other seasonal vegetables
Pile your plate high with leafy greens and eat your way to long-term health.
Asian greens, such as bok choy
Asparagus
Beans
Broccoli
Brussels sprouts
Cabbage
Cauliflower
Eggplant
Fennel
Leeks
Mushrooms
Snow peas
Spinach
Squash
Zucchini
❏ Salad vegetables, depending on season
Arugula
Avocado
Bagged mixed salad greens
Celery
Cucumber
Lettuce
Pepper
Spring onions
Sprouts, such as mung bean, snow pea, alfalfa
Tomato
General groceries
❏ Beverages Coffee
Flavored milk powders, such as Nesquik®
Tea
❏ Breakfast cereals
Low GI packaged breakfast cereal
Natural muesli
Rolled oats, traditional
Besides their use in oatmeal, oats can be added to cakes, cookies, breads, and desserts.
❏ Canned foods
Baked beans
Beans, such as cannellini, butter, black, lima,
kidney, chickpeas, etc.
Corn kernels
Four bean mix
Lentils
Mexi-beans
Tomatoes, whole, crushed
Tomatoes can be used freely because they are rich in antioxidants, as well as having a low GI.
Tomato paste
Tomato soup
Tuna, in spring water or oil
Salmon, in water
Sardines
Skim milk, evaporated
Canned, evaporated skim milk makes an excellent substitute for cream in pasta sauces.
❏ Canned fruit
Have a variety of canned fruit on hand—choose the brands labeled with “no added sugar” fruit juice syrup.
Mixed fruit salad
Peaches
Pears
❏ Cereals and whole grains
Barley, pearl
One of the oldest cultivated cereals, barley is very I nutritious and high in fiber. Look for products such as pearl barley to use in soups, stews, and pilafs.
Bulgur/cracked wheat
Use bulgur to make tabbouleh, or add to vegetable burgers, stuffings, soups, and stews.
Couscous
Couscous can be ready in minutes; serve with casseroles and braised dishes.
Noodles
Pasta
Pasta is a great source of carbohydrates and B vitamins.
Rice
Basmati
Converted, long-grain brown or white rice
Quinoa
Quinoa cooks in about 10–15 minutes and has a slightly chewy texture. It can be used as a substitute for rice, couscous, or bulgur wheat. It is very important to rinse the grains thoroughly before cooking.
❏ Condiments
Asian sauces
Hoisin, oyster, soy, and fish sauces are a good range of Asian sauces.
Black pepper
Chili pepper, minced
Curry paste
Dried herbs
Garlic, minced
Ginger, minced
Horseradish cream
Mustard
Pasta sauce
Sea salt
Soy sauce
Spices
Tomato sauce
❏ Dried fruit and nuts
Apple rings
Apricots
Natural almonds, walnuts, cashews, unsalted
Prunes
Raisins
❏ Dried legumes
Beans
Keep a variety of beans in the cupboard including I cannellini, black, lima, kidney, soy, pinto.
Chickpeas
Lentils
Split peas
❏ Deli items or prepacked jars
Anchovies
Capers
Eggplant
Olives
Peppers
Sundried tomatoes
❏ Eggs
Buy omega-3-enriched eggs. They are a good way of boosting your omega-3 intake, particularly if you don’t eat fish.
❏ Oils and vinegars
Canola or vegetable oil
Cooking spray, canola or olive oil
Olive oil
Try olive oil for general use; use extra-virgin olive oil for salad dressings, marinades, and dishes that benefit from its flavor.
Vinegar, balsamic and white wine
❏ Spreads
Honey
Avoid the honey blends, and use 100% “pure floral” honeys, which have a much lower GI.
Jam
A dollop of good-quality jam on toast contains fewer calories than butter or margarine.
Peanut butter
Butcher/meat department
❏ Bacon
Bacon is a valuable ingredient in many dishes because of the flavor it offers. You can make a little bacon go a long way by trimming off all fat and chopping it finely. Lean ham is often a more economical and leaner way to go.
❏ Beef, lean
❏ Chicken
Skinless chicken breast or drumsticks
❏ Fish
Any type of fresh fish
❏ Ground beef, lean
❏ Ham, lean
❏ Lamb fillets, lean
❏ Pork fillets, lean
Shopping & Storage tips
Cheese
Any reduced fat cheese is great to keep handy in the fridge. A block of Parmesan is indispensable and will keep for up to a month. Reduced fat cottage and ricotta cheeses have a short life so are best bought as needed. They can be a good alternative to butter or margarine in a sandwich.
Vegetables and fruit
Vegetables are best fresh, so shop two or three times a week if you can and use them within a few days.
Ethylene gas produced by aging fruit and vegetables leads to their deterioration. You can minimize the effect of ethylene by storing vegetables in the fridge in longlife bags, which are available in the produce section of supermarkets, or you can use special cartridges (available in some supermarkets) designed to absorb ethylene. Fruits give off more ethylene than vegetables, but vegetables are more sensitive to its effects, so if you have two crispers, keep fruit in one and vegetables in the other.
Legumes and beans
Whether you buy them dried or opt for canned convenience, you are choosing one of nature’s lowest GI foods. They are high in fiber and packed with nutrients, providing protein, carbohydrate, B vitamins, folate, and minerals. When you add legumes to meals and snacks, you reduce the overall GI of your diet because your body digests them slowly. This is primarily because their starch breaks down relatively slowly (or incompletely) during cooking and they contain tannins and enzyme inhibitors that also slow digestion.
Although they have an excellent shelf life, old beans take longer to cook than young, which is why it’s a good idea to buy them from shops where you know turnover is brisk. Once home, store them in airtight containers in a cool, dry place—they will keep their color better.
Preparing dried legumes
1. Wash Wash thoroughly in a colander or sieve first, keeping an eye out for any small stones or “foreign” material (especially with lentils).
2. Soak Soaking plumps the beans, makes them softer and tastier, and reduces cooking times a little. Place them in a saucepan, cover with about three times their volume of cold water and soak overnight or for at least four hours. As a rule of thumb, the larger the seed, the longer the soaking time required. There’s no need to soak lentils or split peas.
3. Cook Drain, rinse thoroughly, then add fresh water—two to three times the volume of the legumes. Bring to a boil then reduce the heat and simmer until tender. Generally, you will need to simmer lentils and peas for 45–60 minutes and beans and chickpeas for 1–2 hours, but check the recipe instructions. A couple of points to keep in mind:
❏ Adding salt to the water during cooking will slow down water absorption and the legumes will take longer to cook.
❏ Make sure that legumes are tender before you add acidic flavorings such as lemon juice or tomatoes. Once they are in an acid medium they won’t get any softer no matter how long you cook them.
Time-saving tips
❏ If you don’t have time to soak legumes overnight, add three times the volume of water to rinsed beans, bring to a boil for a few minutes, and then remove from the heat and soak for an hour. Drain, rinse, and add fresh water; then cook as usual.
❏ Cooked legumes freeze well. Prepare a large quantity of beans or chickpeas and freeze in small batches to use as required.
❏ Store soaked or cooked beans in an airtight container in the fridge. They will keep for several days.
Noodles
You can buy noodles fresh, dried, or boiled (wet). Fresh and boiled noodles will be in the refrigerated section in your supermarket or Asian grocery store. Use them as soon as possible after purchase or store in the refrigerator for a day or two. Dried noodles are handy to have in the pantry for quick and easy meals in minutes. They will keep for several months, provided you haven’t opened the package. Egg noodles are made from wheat flour and eggs. They are readily available dried, and you can find fresh egg noodles in the refrigerator section of the supermarket or Asian grocery store. “Wet” egg noodles will be in the refrigerated section too. Instant noodles are usually precooked and dehydrated egg noodles. Check the label as they are sometimes fried.
Spices
Most spices, including ground cumin, turmeric, cinnamon, paprika, and nutmeg, should be bought in small quantities because they lose pungency with age and incorrect storage. Keep them in dark, airtight containers.
Your shopping Q&A
How can I feed a big family with cost-effective, nohassle low GI foods?
Feeding a big family on a budget can be hard. But low GI eating often means making a move back to the inexpensive, filling, and healthy staple foods that our parents and grandparents enjoyed. This includes traditional oats for oatmeal, legumes such as beans, chickpeas, and lentils (available in cans), cereal grains like barley, and of course plenty of fresh vegetables and fruit, which naturally have a low GI. Some of these foods may take a little more time to prepare than high GI processed, packaged, and pricey “convenience” foods piled high on supermarket shelves, but the savings will be considerable and the health benefits immeasurable. For a list of the top 100 low GI foods, check out The New Glucose Revolution Low GI Eating Made Easy. This book also includes plenty of ideas for using these foods in everyday meals.
I have recently been diagnosed with celiac disease on top of diabetes. Any suggestions for foods that are both low GI and gluten-free foods?
This is not as hard as you may think. If you like Asian food—Indian dhals, stir-fries with rice, sushi, noodles—you’re in luck, because they are all low GI. Choose vermicelli noodles prepared from rice or mung beans and low GI rices such as basmati. Use sweet potato instead of white potato, use all manner of vegetables without any regard for their GI. Choose fruits and dairy for their low GI. If you can tolerate dairy products, then take advantage of them for their universal low GI. If lactose intolerance is a problem, reach for live cultured yogurts and lactose-hydrolyzed milks. Even ice cream can be enjoyed if you ingest a few drops of lactase enzyme (Lactaid) first.
I love to bake. If I make my own bread (or dumplings, pancakes, muffins, etc.), which flours, if any, are low GI?
To date there are no GI ratings for refined flour, whether it’s made from wheat, soy, or other grains. This is because the GI rating of a food must be tested physiologically, that is, in real people. So far we haven’t had volunteers willing to tuck into 50 gram portions of flour on three occasions! What we do know, however, is that bakery products such as scones, cakes, biscuits, doughnuts, and pastries made from refined flour, whether it’s white or whole wheat, are quickly digested and absorbed.
What should you do with your own baking? Try to increase the soluble fiber content by partially substituting flour with oat bran, rice bran, or rolled oats and increase the bulkiness of the product with dried fruit, nuts, muesli, All-Bran, or unprocessed bran. Don’t think of it as a challenge. It’s an opportunity for some creative cooking. See some of our recipes in The Low GI Diet Cookbook, The New Glucose Revolution Low GI Vegetarian Cookbook, and The New Glucose Revolution Low GI Family Cookbook.
Low GI Breads and Breakfast Cereals
Did you know that the type of bread and cereal you eat affects the overall GI of your diet the most? Why? Well, cereal grains such as rice, wheat, oats, barley, and rye and products made from them such as bread and breakfast cereals are the most concentrated sources of carbohydrate in our diet.
A simple swap is all it takes to reduce the GI of your diet. To get started, replace some of those high GI breads and breakfast cereals with low GI carbs that will trickle fuel into your engine. Here’s a list of the low GI breads and breakfast cereals you will find in your local supermarket or shopping center.
Breads | GI |
---|---|
![]() | 43 |
Spelt Multigrain | 54 |
Flaxseed and Soy | 55 |
Oat Bran and Honey | 45 |
Sourdough Rye Bread | 48 |
Sourdough Wheat | 54 |
Breakfast cereals and bars | GI |
All-Bran, Kellogg’s | 49 |
Frosted Flakes | 55 |
Muesli, natural | 40 |
Oatmeal, from steel cut oats | 52 |
Muesli bar, chewy, with chocolate chips or fruit | 54 |
How do you know if it’s truly low GI?
The GI symbol makes healthy shopping easier. This symbol means that the food has been assessed by the experts. It’s your guarantee that the GI value stated near the nutrition information table is reliable.
Foods that carry the certified GI symbol have also been judged against a range of nutrient criteria so you can be sure that the food is a healthy nutritional choice for its food group.
In the tables, you’ll see that we have highlighted the products that carry the GI symbol
Why put the GI symbol on food labels?
Up until now, people have had to rely on published lists of the glycemic index of foods to help them decide which carbohydrate foods to eat. The GI symbol helps identify foods that provide the GI value. Placing the GI value directly on the label of foods makes it much easier for you to choose foods on the basis of their GI.
Which foods carry the GI symbol?
Low and medium GI foods carry the symbol, provided they meet the nutrient criteria. The symbol identifies foods that have had their GI tested properly, and that are a healthy choice for their food category. The GI ranking (low/ medium) is stated beneath the symbol, and the GI value is specified near the nutrition information panel. To carry the GI symbol, the food has to be independently tested following a standardized international method.
Is the GI symbol an indication that foods are healthy?
Foods with the Glycemic Index Tested symbol are healthy in other respects. To earn the certification, foods must be a good source of carbohydrate and meet a host of other nutrient criteria including calories, total and saturated fat, sodium (salt), and, when appropriate, dietary fiber and calcium.
Are foods with the GI symbol good for people with diabetes?
If you have diabetes you need to consider the quantity of carbohydrate in your serving of food, as well as the GI. Calculating the glycemic load (GL) (grams of carbohydrate × GI ÷100) is one way of combining both factors. (See page 49 for more information on the GL.)
How can we be sure the information is accurate?
Foods in the program are required to undergo re-testing for their GI if there is any change in product formulation. All product labels and advertising that use the symbol or mention the program are preapproved by Glycemic Index Limited. Glycemic Index Limited is not responsible, though, for the accuracy and legality of labels and marketing claims of the foods in the program.
Who is Glycemic Index Limited?
Glycemic Index Limited is a nonprofit organization established by the University of Sydney, Diabetes Australia, and the Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation to run the GI Symbol Program. It represents Australia’s peak body of glycemic index research and education. Manufacturers pay Glycemic Index Limited a license fee to use the certified GI symbol on their products and the income is channeled back into education and research.
Why don’t all low GI foods have the symbol?
A food may make a low GI claim on its label, yet not carry the symbol. It may have been tested correctly (check the tables or the online database at www.glycemicindex.com, or contact the food manufacturer to double-check), but the manufacturer may choose not to participate in the GI Symbol Program. Also, the food might not meet the other nutritional guidelines as it may be high in calories, total or saturated fat, or sodium, or low in fiber or calcium—check the Nutrition Facts panel.
What about other labels that claim a food is low GI? Can I trust them?
Claims about the GI of foods are currently not regulated. Manufacturers are free to make claims provided they are not false or misleading. They should print the GI value of the food on the food label to help you to verify the claim. A food with a label to help you to verify the claim. A food with a low GI should have a value less than or equal to 55. There are a number of brands that make low GI claims but do not provide a GI value or definition of what low GI means on the label. Unfortunately, you have no way of verifying whether the claim is legitimate. Without verification, it’s probably sensible not to trust the claim because you have no idea whether the food was tested following the standardized procedure by an accredited lab.
Sometimes a GI value may be too low to be true. If a manufacturer is promoting a carb-rich processed food with an ultra low GI and does not carry the certified GI symbol, be wary before you buy. Processed foods such as breakfast cereals and breads and bakery products are very unlikely to have a very low GI. In fact, if the GI is less than, say, 50, we suggest that you ask the manufacturer for the name of the lab that tested it and the method that was used.
You may also see products claiming to be “low glycemic” or “diabetic friendly,” leaving it open as to whether it’s low GI, low GL, or low glycemic response. Be cautious with these claims as the product could actually be low carb (check the nutrition label). Manufacturers making these claims may not be intending to mislead the consumer; they simply may not understand the difference. It’s useful to write and ask what they mean and where the food was tested. There are a number of foods that use low GI logos that are similar to the Glycemic Index Tested logo. Some of these cases have been pursued through legal channels.
❏ Consumers in the USA and Canada can contact the Food and Drug Administration’s Office of Compliance at the Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition (for the USA) and the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (for Canada).
For more information about the Glycemic Index Tested program and the latest list of approved products, go to www.gisymbol.com.au.
How we determine a food’s GI value
The GI is a scale from 0 to 100 that captures how the carbohydrates in foods affect blood glucose levels (“glycemia”). It’s based on testing real foods in real people. To make an absolutely fair comparison, all foods are tested following an internationally standardized method. The higher the GI, the higher the blood glucose levels after consumption of a standard amount. The GI rating of a food must be tested physiologically and only a few centers around the world currently provide a legitimate testing service.
Testing the GI of a food requires a group of ten subjects and knowledge of the food’s carbohydrate content. After an overnight fast, each subject consumes a portion of the test food containing a specified amount of carbohydrate (usually 50 grams, but sometimes 25 or even 15 grams). Finger-prick blood samples are taken at 15- to 30-minute intervals over the next two hours. During this time, blood glucose levels rise and fall back to baseline levels. The full extent of glycemia (rise in blood glucose) is assessed by measuring the area under the curve using a computer algorithm.
There will be some variation between subjects, but if we were to test them again and again, all subjects would tend to move toward the average of the whole group.
What is the glycemic load?
Your blood glucose rises and falls when you eat a food or meal containing carbohydrate. How high it rises and how long it remains high depends on the quality of the carbohydrate (its glycemic index value, or GI) as well as the quantity of carbohydrate in your meal. Researchers at Harvard University came up with a term that combines these two factors—glycemic load (GL).
Some people think that GL should be used instead of GI when comparing foods because it reflects the glycemic impact of both the quantity and quality of carbohydrate in a food. But more often than not, it’s low GI, not low GL, that predicts good health outcomes, the reason being that following the low glycemic load (GL) route can lead you straight to a low carb diet: for example, fatty meats and butter have a low GL. But if you eat plenty of low GI foods, you’ll find that you are automatically reducing the GL of your diet and, at the same time, you’ll feel fuller for longer.
We also emphasize that there’s no need to get overly technical about this. Think of the GI as a tool allowing you to choose one food over another in the same food group—the best bread to choose, the best cereal to choose, etc.—and don’t get bogged down with figures. A low GI diet is about eating a wide variety of healthy foods that fuel our bodies best—on the whole these are the less processed and more wholesome foods that will provide carbs in a slow release form.
The glycemic load is calculated simply by multiplying the GI value of a food by the amount of carbohydrate per serving and dividing by 100.
Here’s how:
Glycemic load = (GI × carbohydrate
per serving) ÷ 100
Let’s say you wanted to have an apple for a snack. Apples have a GI of 38, and one medium apple contains 15 grams of carbohydrate. So, the glycemic load of your apple snack is (38 × 15) ÷ 100 = 6.
If you were very hungry and ate two apples, you would be eating 30 grams of carbs and the GL of your snack would be 12. The GI doesn’t change, but you are eating more carbs because you are eating two apples.
Top 10 carbs for kids
1. Apple: Ideal for the lunch box
2. Baked beans: Quick to prepare and handy in the pantry
3. Berry ice cream: Turns fresh fruit into a delicious dessert
4. Bread: A great snack and better than cookies
5. Canned fruits: Portable snack packs are perfect when out and about
6. Corn: Perfect on the cob and a great addition to mixed veggies
7. Milk: Great for kids on the go
8. Noodles: Easy to prepare and a healthy meal with mixed vegetables
9. Oatmeal: A sustaining start to the day—throw in raisins or banana slices
10. Sweet potato: Steamed, mashed, or roasted, a great alternative to the traditional spud
Eating out
Eating out the low GI way
Whether you think it is compatible with healthy eating or not, statistics tell us that at some point you are going to be eating out or buying take-out food. Eating out can really test your resolve as far as healthy eating goes. Like any food choice, however, the more often we eat out, the more important it is that we choose healthy options. If you only eat out once a month, you needn’t be too fussy, but if it’s three to four times a week, good choices are critical.
Finding the low GI choice on the menu
Indian food
The traditional accompaniment for Indian dishes is steamed basmati rice, which is a classic low GI choice. Lentil dhal offers another low GI accompaniment, but make sure they don’t add the oil topping (tadka).
Unleavened breads such as chapati or roti may have a lower GI than normal bread, but they will boost the carbohydrate content of the meal and increase the GL.
Our suggestions:
❏ Tikka (dry roasted) or tandoori (marinated in spices and yogurt) chicken
❏ Basmati rice
❏ Cucumber raita
❏ Spicy spinach (saag)
Japanese food
Sushi has a low GI, and any refrigerated rice has a lower GI than when it is freshly cooked. The vinegar used in preparation of sushi helps keep the GI low (acidity helps slow stomach emptying), and so do the viscous fibers in the seaweed. Typical ingredients and flavors to enjoy are shoyu (Japanese soy sauce), mirin (rice wine), wasabi (a strong horseradish), miso (soybean paste), pickled ginger (oshinko), sesame seeds, and sesame oil. Go easy on deep-fried dishes such as tempura.
Japanese restaurants are great places to stock up on omega-3 fats, as dishes such as sushi and sashimi made with salmon and tuna contain high amounts of beneficial polyunsaturated fatty acids.
Our suggestions:
❏ Miso soup
❏ Sushi
❏ Teppanyaki (steak, seafood, and vegetables)
❏ Yakitori (skewered chicken and onions in teriyaki sauce)
❏ Sashimi (thinly sliced raw fish or beef)
❏ Shabu-shabu (thin slices of beef quickly cooked with mushrooms, cabbage, and other vegetables)
❏ Side orders such as seaweed salad, wasabi, soy sauce, and pickled ginger
Thai food
Thai food is generally sweet and spicy and contains aromatic ingredients such as basil, lemongrass, and galangal. Spicy Thai salads, which usually contain seafood, chicken, or meat, are a delicious light meal. For starters, avoid the deep-fried items such as spring rolls.
One downside to Thai cuisine is the coconut milk, which really raises the saturated fat content of Thai curry. So don’t feel you have to consume all of the sauce or soup. The traditional accompaniment to Thai food is plain, steamed Jasmine rice, but this is very high GI so you are better off if you can reduce the quantity. Noodles are always on the menu as well, but avoid fried versions. Boiled rice noodles may be an option. Limit yourself to a small helping, or if you are having takeout, you could cook up some long grain rice at home as an accompaniment.
Our suggestions:
❏ Tom yum—hot and sour soup
❏ Thai beef or chicken salad
❏ Wok-tossed meats or seafood
❏ Stir-fried mixed vegetables
❏ Small serving of steamed noodles or rice
❏ Fresh spring rolls (not fried)
Italian food
The big plus with Italian restaurants is the supply of low GI pasta with an array of sauces. Good choices are arrabiata, puttanesca, marinara sauces (without cream). Despite what you may think, most Italians don’t sit down to huge bowls of pasta, so don’t be afraid to leave some on your plate (or order an appetizer size)—the GI may be low but a large serving of pasta will have a high GL. Other good choices include minestrone and vegetable dishes, lean veal, and grilled seafood. Steer clear of crumbed and deep-fried seafood.
Our suggestions:
❏ Minestrone
❏ Veal scallops in tomato-based sauce
❏ Prosciutto (paper-thin slices of smoky ham) wrapped around melon
❏ Barbecued or grilled seafood such as calamari or octopus
❏ Roasted or grilled fillet of beef, lamb loin, or poultry
❏ Green garden salad with olive oil and balsamic vinegar
❏ Sorbet, gelato, or simply a fresh fruit platter
❏ Appetizer-size pasta with seafood and tomato or stock-based sauce
Greek and Middle Eastern food
In Mediterranean cuisine, olive oil, lemon, garlic, onions, and other vegetables abound. Many dishes are chargrilled and specialities such as barbecued octopus or grilled sardines are excellent choices. You will find regular bread replaced with flat bread or Turkish bread, while potatoes are replaced with healthier options such as bulgur (in tabbouleh) and couscous. Among the small appetizing mezze dishes, you could pick and choose what you like. Many of the choices are healthy, such as hummus, baba ghanoush, olives, tzatziki, and grape leaves.
Our suggestions:
❏ Mezze platter with Lebanese bread
❏ Souvlaki (grilled skewers of meat with vegetables)
❏ Kofta (balls of minced lamb with bulgur wheat)
❏ Greek salad of fresh lettuce, tomato, olives, feta, and peppers, with balsamic dressing or oil and lemon
❏ Fresh fruit platter
❏ Falafel with tabbouleh and hummus with a flat bread
Tips for those who routinely eat at restaurants
1. Walk to the restaurant if possible.
2. Order water as soon as you arrive.
3. Send the bread basket away (unless it’s exceptional).
4. Order green salad, raw oysters, or soup for an appetizer.
5. Order an appetizer for your main course (or specify appetizer size).
6. Alternatively, eat only half of everything on your plate.
7. Tell the waiter to hold the French fries.
8. Share dessert with a dining companion.
9. Drink no more than one to three glasses of alcohol.
10. Walk back to the office or climb the stairs.
Fast-food outlets
Burgers and French fries are a bad idea—quickly eaten, high in saturated fat, and rapidly absorbed high GI carbs that fill you with calories that don’t last long. Some fast-food chains are introducing healthier choices, but read the fine print. Look out for lean protein, low GI carbs, good fats, and lots of vegetables.
Our suggestions:
❏ Marinated and barbecued chicken, rather than fried
❏ Salads such as coleslaw or garden salad; eat the salad first
❏ Corn on the cob as a healthy side order
❏ Individual menu items rather than meal deals—never upsize
Lunch bars
Steer clear of places displaying lots of deep-fried fare and head toward fresh food bars offering fruit and vegetables. Tubs of garden or Greek salad topped with fruit and yogurt make a healthy, low GI choice.
With sandwiches and melts, choose the fillings carefully. Including cheese can make the fat exceed 20 grams per sandwich (that’s as much as French fries!). Make sure you include some vegetables or salad in or alongside the sandwich.
Our suggestions:
❏ Dense grain bread rather than white
❏ Salad fillings for sandwiches, or as a side order instead of fries
❏ Pasta dishes with both vegetables and meat
❏ Lebanese kebabs with tabbouleh and hummus
❏ Grilled fish rather than fried
❏ Vegetarian pizza
❏ Gourmet wraps
Cafés
Whether it’s a quick snack or a main meal, catching up with a friend for coffee doesn’t have to tip your diet off balance. Pass on breads, but if you really must, something like a dense Italian bread is better than a garlic or herb bread.
Whatever you order, specify: “no French fries—extra salad instead” so temptation does not confront you. If you want something sweet try a skim iced cappuccino or a single little cookie or a small piece of sponge cake.
Our suggestions:
❏ Skim milk coffee rather than full cream milk
❏ Sourdough or whole-grain bread instead of white or whole wheat
❏ Bruschetta with tomatoes, onions, olive oil, and basil on a dense Italian bread rather than buttery herb or garlic bread
❏ Salad as a main or side order, with the dressing served separately so you control the amount
❏ Grilled steak or chicken breast rather than fried or battered
❏ Vegetable-topped pizza—such as pepper, onion, mushroom, artichoke, eggplant
❏ Lean meat pizza—such as ham, fresh seafood, or sliced chicken breast
❏ Pasta with sauces such as marinara; meat sauce; puttanesca; arrabiata (tomato with olives, roasted pepper, and chili); and piccolo (eggplant, roasted pepper, and artichoke)
❏ Seafood such as marinated calamari, grilled with chili and lemon, or steamed mussels with a tomato sauce
❏ Water or freshly squeezed fruit and vegetable juices rather than soft drinks
Asian meals
Asian meals, including Chinese, Thai, Indian, and Japanese, offer a great variety of foods, making it possible to select a healthy meal with some careful choices.
Keeping in line with the 1, 2, 3 steps to a balanced meal (see page 16), seek out a low GI carb such as basmati rice, dhal, sushi, or noodles. Chinese and Thai rice will traditionally be jasmine, and, although high GI, a small serving of steamed rice is better for you than fried rice or noodles.
Next add some protein—marinated tofu (bean curd), stir-fried seafood, Tandoori chicken, fish tikka, or a braised dish with vegetables. Be cautious with pork and duck, for which fattier cuts are often used; and avoid Thai curries and dishes made with coconut milk because it’s high in saturated fat.
And don’t forget, the third dish to order is stir-fried vegetables!
Our suggestions:
❏ Steamed dumplings or fresh spring rolls rather than fried entrees
❏ Clear soups to fill you up rather than high fat coconut-based soups
❏ Noodles in soups rather than fried in dishes such as pad Thai
❏ Noodle and vegetable stir-fries—if you ask for extra vegetables you may find that the one dish feeds two
❏ Seafood braised in a sauce with vegetables
❏ Tofu, chicken, beef, lamb, or pork fillet braised with nuts, vegetables, black bean, or other sauces
❏ Salads such as Thai salads
❏ Smaller servings of rice
❏ Vegetable dishes such as stir-fried vegetables, vegetable curry, dhal, channa (a delicious chickpea curry), and side orders such as pickles, cucumber and yogurt, tomato and onion
❏ Japanese dishes such as sushi, teriyaki, sashimi, salmon steak or tuna, teppanyaki (which is grilled) in preference to tempura, which is deep-fried
Airlines and airports
Airports are notoriously bad places to eat. Fast-food chains, a limited range, premade sandwiches, sad-looking cakes, a lack of fresh fruit and vegetables, and it’s all expensive!
In airline lounges you will do better, although, again, the range is limited. Fresh fruit is always on offer and usually some sort of vegetables, either as salad or soup. The bread is usually the super-high GI white French type and with crackers as the only other option, you would do better to rely on fruit, fruit juices, yogurt, or a skim milk coffee for your carbs.
In-flight, unless you have the privilege of a sky chef, meals are fairly standard fare, including a salad and fruit if you’re lucky. Many airlines offer special diets with advance bookings and although there’s no guarantee it meets your nutritional criteria, it may give you healthier choices compared to what everyone else is having.
Traveling domestic economy these days, it’s probably best to eat before you leave, take your own snacks with you and decline the in-flight snack (you really will be better off without that mini chocolate bar, cookie, cake, or muffin, which on some airlines you have to pay for).
Our suggestions:
❏ Fresh fruit, soup, and salad items in airline lounges rather than white bread, cheese, cakes, and salami
❏ Small meals in-flight, rather than eating everything put in front of you
❏ Water to drink, wherever you are
❏ Dried fruit, nut bars, bananas, or apples that you have taken along yourself
Gluten-free eating out
Eating out on a gluten-free diet can be difficult, particularly as there is often gluten in items such as sauces, stock, dressings, and gravy. It is important that the restaurant understands your need for a meal that is completely free of gluten and it may be a good idea to call beforehand to ensure that they can accommodate your needs.
You may have a local celiac society, which should be able to give you a list of recommended restaurants at which to eat, where you can be confident that they are able to provide you with a gluten-free meal. These are good places to start. Otherwise you need to ask plenty of questions and remember that, if you are in doubt, you are best to leave it out!
Following are some tips to making low GI gluten-free meal choices when eating out.
❏ Plain grilled steak, chicken, or fish with corn on the cob, and salad or steamed vegetables
❏ Indian dahl with basmati rice
❏ Mexican tacos (if made with 100 percent corn tortillas) with beans, salad, avocado, salsa, and grated cheese
❏ Sushi filled with raw fish or avocado and cucumber (no soy sauce)
❏ Vietnamese rice paper rolls (but hold the dipping sauce unless you can check if it is gluten-free)
❏ Asian rice noodles stir-fried with vegetables, tofu, or shrimp, peanuts, cilantro, and lemon or lime juice (check the sauces)
❏ Mixed-bean, chickpea, or lentil salads (leave the dressing unless you can check it is gluten-free)
❏ Falafel (check they are gluten-free) with hummus and salad
Your eating out Q&A
What’s the GI of a latte and cappuccino?
Most milky drinks will have a low GI and won’ t add too many calories either so long as you don’t sweeten them with more than a teaspoon or so of sugar and say no to those flavored syrups lined up on the counter. In fact, a latte, cappuccino, or café au lait can be the perfect mid-morning snack and an easy way to help you get your two to three servings of dairy foods a day. Regular or skim milk has a low GI—a combination of the moderate glycemic effect of its sugar (lactose) plus milk protein, which forms a soft curd in the stomach and slows down stomach emptying. Regular full fat milk is high in saturated fat, but these days there’s a wide range of reduced fat milks including low fat and skim types. If you prefer soy milk make sure you opt for calcium fortified and reduced fat. Note that rice milk is not a suitable substitute; it has a high GI.
How much milk are you getting with your coffee? Well, to some extent it depends on the cafe and where you buy it. But here are some standard definitions.
❏ A caffe latte is a single shot of espresso with steamed milk—approximately a 3:1 ratio of milk to coffee.
❏ A café au lait is similar except it is generally made with brewed coffee instead of espresso in a ratio of 1:1 milk to coffee.
❏ Cappuccino is traditionally equal parts espresso, steamed milk, and frothed milk.
How can I stick to low GI foods at parties, work events, or during the holiday season?
For the right fuel, fitness, and stamina to make it through the nonstop demands of social occasions and the festive season, try these seven energy-boosting tips.
1. Make breakfast a priority
To nourish your body and sustain you through the morning, fire up your engine with low GI carbs. A good breakfast recharges your brain, speeds up your metabolism after an overnight fast, and reduces those feelings of stress.
2. Don’t skip meals
Take a break to refuel at lunchtime to maintain energy levels right through the afternoon. Hold back on the high GI carbs to minimize that post-lunch energy dip. And take time over one main meal every day to make sure you aren’t missing out on the vegetables you need.
3. Build your meals around low GI carbs
Food is the fuel needed to keep your body and brain energized. For daylong energy, fuel your body with low GI carbs that trickle glucose into your bloodstream. Use the 1, 2, 3 guide on page 16.
4. Try to be moderate
Pace yourself on the social merry-go-round by eating and drinking in moderation. If you are planning a big night out, don’t starve yourself beforehand. All that does is reduce your metabolic rate. Have a light breakfast and lunch, and before you head off to the party eat a quick and easy low GI snack such as a sandwich made with grainy bread and a glass of semi-skimmed milk or a cup of yogurt and a dollop of fruit.
5. Be discerning with drinks
Make water your first choice. Ask for some routinely; chances are you’ll drink it if it’s in front of you. Go easy on the sugary drinks (they tend to bypass satiety mechanisms) and drink no more than one to three glasses of alcohol.
6. Move it
Cut holiday stress in its tracks. Exercise helps to relieve stress (it releases the “feel good” chemicals that negate energy and stress) and keeps your body strong. Get on your bike or into your sneakers and get that heart rate pumping for at least 20 minutes a day.
7. Get enough sleep
Get seven or eight hours sleep, so plan for as many early nights as you can.
Low GI gluten-free eating
There is much more to a gluten-free lifestyle than focusing on foods you need to avoid. Eating well is the key to good health for everyone, and eating the right foods gives your body the fuel it needs to perform at its best and the energy to get through the day. It’s also an important part of managing and preventing other long-term health problems, including diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and a range of digestive problems.
If you have celiac disease and need to follow a strict gluten-free diet, we suggest that you join your state celiac society and take advantage of the up-to-date and comprehensive information they provide for their members on shopping, cooking, and eating gluten-free.
While it is great to see an increasing range of readymade gluten-free foods making life easier for those with celiac disease, unfortunately many of them are highly processed and some are high in fat and added sugar—two ingredients that are naturally gluten-free!
What is gluten?
Gluten is the protein found in the grains wheat, rye, barley, and triticale. Oats are frequently grown, harvested, milled, and processed alongside gluten-containing grains, so they may be contaminated with gluten. They also contain a gluten-like protein which some people with celiac disease react to. So, while research is ongoing, oats are currently not recommended for people with celiac disease.
Gluten-free diets also tend to have a high glycemic index (GI). This is because many low GI staples such as whole wheat kernel breads, pasta, barley, and oats are eliminated because they contain gluten. The gluten-free alternatives, due to their ingredients and processing methods, are often quickly digested and absorbed, raising blood glucose and insulin levels and leaving you feeling hungry and often low on energy a few hours after eating. What this means in practice is that many people following a gluten-free diet are rarely satisfied after meals and may feel hungry between meals, which can lead to overeating and weight gain.
In addition, adults and children on a gluten-free diet can miss out on the numerous health benefits of:
❏ Getting enough fiber
❏ Managing blood glucose levels with low GI foods. (See the benefits of a low GI diet on page 4.)
Even on a wheat-free or gluten-free diet, you’ll find that there are many low GI gluten-free foods you can enjoy in four of the five food groups:
❏ Virtually all fruits and vegetables
❏ Some whole kernel grains in the breads and cereals group
❏ Legumes of all types in the meat and alternatives group
❏ Milk and yogurt among the dairy foods
There are a number of gluten-free breads, breakfast cereals, snack foods, and pastas on the market. As not many have been GI tested, here are some guidelines for selecting lower GI options.
Bread
Most of the gluten-free breads tested, including rolls and wraps, have been found to have a high GI. (At the time of publication, we found only one low GI bread on the supermarket shelves in North America—Country Life Low GI Gluten Free bread (GI = 40).) But here is a tip: check out the ingredients list and opt for breads that include chickpea- or legume-based flours and psyllium. For example, we know that chapatis made with besan (chickpea flour) have a low GI. If you make your own bread, try adding buckwheat kernels, rice bran, and psyllium husks to lower the GI.
Breakfast cereals
Most gluten- free breakfast cereals, including rice, buckwheat, or millet puffs and flakes, have a moderate or high GI because they are refined, not whole-grain, foods. high GI because they are refined, not whole-grain, foods. But you can reduce the GI if you serve them with fruit and yogurt and a teaspoon or two of psyllium to boost the fiber. If you like cooked cereal, try quinoa porridge (made from whole quinoa grains) or make your own rice porridge (from a lower GI rice). Add psyllium husks and rice bran, along with fruit and low fat milk or yogurt.
Noodles and pasta
There are several low GI, gluten-free options available in both fresh and dried varieties:
❏ Buckwheat noodles
❏ Cellophane noodles, also known as mung bean noodles
❏ Rice noodles, made from ground or pounded rice flour
Most gluten-free pastas based on rice and corn tend to have moderate to high GI values. So opt for pastas made from legumes or soy—although they may be harder to find.
Whole cereal grains
Low GI cereal grains for those on a gluten-free diet include buckwheat, quinoa, and some varieties of rice and corn. Currently there are no published values for amaranth, sorghum, and teff. Millet has a high GI.
Rice
Rice can have a very high GI value or a moderate one, depending on the variety and its amylose content. Instant and quick-cooking rices all tend to have a high GI. So, if you are a big rice eater, opt for the lower GI varieties with a higher amylose content such as basmati rice (GI = 58) or SunRice Doongara CleverRice™ (GI = 54).
Brown rice is an extremely nutritious form of rice and contains several B-group vitamins, minerals, dietary fiber, and protein. The varieties tested to date tend to have a moderate or high GI, so try to combine this nourishing food with low GI ingredients like lentils or beans, or even in combination with wild rice.
Wild rice (GI = 57) is not rice at all, but a type of grass seed. Arborio rice, used mainly in risotto, releases its starch during cooking and has a medium GI.
Legumes (beans)
Dried or canned legumes, including beans, chickpeas, and lentils, are among nature’s lowest GI foods. They are high in fiber and packed with nutrients, providing protein, carbohydrate, B vitamins, folate, and minerals. Check canned varieties for gluten content.
When you add legumes to meals and snacks, you reduce the overall GI of your diet because your body digests them slowly. This is primarily because their starch breaks down relatively slowly (or incompletely) during cooking, and they contain tannins and enzyme inhibitors that also slow digestion. So make the most of beans, chickpeas, lentils, and whole and split dried peas.
Nuts
Although nuts are high in fat (averaging around 50 percent of their content), that fat is largely unsaturated, so they make a healthy substitute for snacks such as biscuits, cakes, pastries, potato chips, and chocolate. They also contain relatively little carbohydrate, so most do not have a GI value. Peanuts and cashews have very low GI values. Avoid the varieties that are salted and cooked in oil— choose raw and unsalted. Also be aware that dry-roasted nuts may contain gluten.
Chestnuts are quite different from other nuts in that they are low in fat and higher in carbohydrate. Naturally gluten-free, they have recently been found to have a low GI, which makes them a great low GI, high-fiber carbohydrate food.
Low fat dairy foods and calcium-enriched soy products
Low fat varieties of milk, yogurt, and ice cream, or calcium-enriched soy alternatives, provide you with sustained energy, boosting your calcium intake but not your saturated fat intake. Check the labels of yogurts, ice creams, and soy milks, as some contain wheat-based maltodextrins, which should be avoided.
Cheese is a good source of calcium, but it is a protein food, not a carbohydrate—its lactose is drawn off in the whey during production. This means that GI is not relevant to cheese. Although perfect for sandwich fillings, snacks, and toppings for gratin dishes, remember that cheese can also contribute a fair number of calories. Most cheese is around 30 percent fat, much of it saturated. Ricotta and cottage cheese are good low fat choices.
For more information about celiac disease and gluten intolerance plus more than 80 recipes, check out a new addition to our series of books, The New Glucose Revolution series—The New Glucose Revolution Low GI Gluten-Free Eating Made Easy: The Essential Guide to the Glycemic Index and Gluten-Free Living.
See page 266 for more help on gluten-free eating.
Sugars and Sweeteners
Do you feel guilty every time you enjoy something sweet? Do you think diabetes equals no sugar? Join the club. Many people think that if something tastes good, it must be bad for them. And many people with diabetes, and even their doctors, mistakenly believe that sugar consumption is the most important explanation for high blood glucose readings.
While we now know that’s not the case, old habits die hard. Traditionally, people with diabetes have been told to replace all sugar with an artificial sweetener and to drink diet soda. It’s enough to make some people with diabetes turn their backs on all dietary advice.
But wanting something sweet is instinctive, and hard to ignore. It is part of our “hardwiring.” In our huntergatherer past, fruits, berries, and honey were our only source of carbohydrates.
You’ll be relieved to know that most diabetes organizations all around the world no longer advise strict avoidance of refined sugar or sugary foods. This is one of the happy spin-offs from research on the GI—recognition that both sugary foods and starchy foods raise your blood glucose.
Furthermore, dozens of studies indicate that moderate amounts of added sugar in diabetic diets (for example, 30–50 grams per day) does not result in either poor control or weight gain. Yes, a soft drink can be a concentrated source of calories, but so can a fruit juice or an alcoholic drink.
But a word of caution: there is increasing evidence that energy in liquid forms (both soft drinks and fruit juices) may sneak past the brain’s appetite center. For example, if you give people 100 extra calories as solid jelly beans, they unconsciously compensate by consuming fewer calories over the rest of the day. But if you feed them 100 calories in a soda, fruit juice, beer, or other liquid, they don’t reduce their intake much at all. Those extra calories can head straight for the waistline. In a recent study at Harvard University, the children who became overweight over time were the ones who were greater consumers of soft drinks and fruit juices.
You can enjoy refined or “added” sugar in moderation—that’s about 6–10 teaspoons (30–50 grams) a day—an amount that most people consume without trying hard. Try to include sweetened foods that provide more than just calories—dairy foods, breakfast cereals, oatmeal with brown sugar, jam on whole-grain toast, etc. Even the World Health Organization says “a moderate intake of sugar-rich foods can provide for a palatable and nutritious diet.” So forget the guilt trip and allow yourself the pleasure of sweetness.
What about alternative sweeteners?
Alternatives to sugar are widely used by people with diabetes to sweeten drinks (tea and coffee) and foods (breakfast cereals); to sweeten recipes (for cakes and desserts); and in low-calorie commercial products (soft drinks, fruit punch, jams, jellies, and yogurts).
They do give you sweetness with fewer calories, and usually with less effect on blood glucose levels, but there are differences between them.
Not all alternative sweeteners are the same—some have just as many calories as sugar; others have no calories at all; some are thousands (yes, thousands) of times sweeter than sugar; others are not very sweet at all. One thing they all have in common, however, is that they are more expensive than sugar.
There are lots of brands of sweeteners on the supermarket shelves, but essentially there are two main types:
❏ Nutritive sweeteners, and
❏ Nonnutritive sweeteners.
What’s the difference?
Nutritive sweeteners
Nutritive sweeteners are simply those that provide some calories and, as the name suggests, nutrients. Sugar, for example, is a nutritive sweetener, but so are things like sorbitol and maltodextrin. They have differing effects on blood glucose levels.
Old-fashioned table sugar stands up well under scrutiny—it is the second sweetest after fructose, has only a moderate GI, is the best value for money, and is the easiest to use in cooking. And because it generally has a lower GI than the refined flour used in baking, it can actually lower the GI of many recipes! Less-refined sweeteners like raw sugar, honey, golden syrup, and pure (100%) maple syrup also provide small amounts of calcium, potassium, and magnesium.
The sugar alcohols, such as sorbitol, mannitol, and maltitol, are generally not as sweet as table sugar, provide fewer calories, and have less of an impact on blood glucose levels. To overcome their lack of sweetness, food manufacturers usually combine them with nonnutritive sweeteners to help keep the calorie count down and minimize the effect on blood glucose count down and minimize the effect on blood glucose levels. This will be shown in the ingredients list on the food label.
The nutritive sweeteners such as sorbitol, mannitol, xylitol, and maltitol, and maltitol syrup, may have a laxative effect or cause gas or diarrhea if you consume them in large amounts. Foods that contain more than 10 grams per 100 grams of these alternative sweeteners, or more than 25 grams per 100 grams of sorbitol, isomalt, or polydextrose, carry warning statements about the possible laxative effect on their labels. These products can be a particular problem for children and adolescents, because of their smaller body size.
Used in sensible quantities, fructose certainly rivals table sugar as a good all-around sweetener. It stands out from the crowd, being sweeter than sugar, providing the same number of calories, but having only one-third the GI. So you can use less fructose to achieve the same level of sweetness, and as a result, consume fewer calories and experience a much smaller rise in your blood glucose levels. Its main drawback is cost.
If you have read alarmist reports about fructose and blood fats and/or insulin resistance, remember that this research was on rats and mice fed excessive quantities—more than someone with even the sweetest tooth could tolerate. There is no evidence that fructose has adverse effects in people with diabetes consuming normal quantities, e.g., less than 100 grams per day. normal quantities, e.g., less than 100 grams per day.
Nonnutritive sweeteners
Nonnutritive sweeteners (such as Equal, Splenda, or saccharin) are all much sweeter than table sugar and essentially have no effect on your blood glucose levels because most are used in such small quantities and are either not absorbed into or metabolized by the body. Because they are only used in minute amounts, the number of calories they provide is insignificant.
What’s best to use for cooking ?
The nonnutritive sweeteners that are made of protein molecules often break down when heated at high temperatures for long periods, thus losing their sweetness. For this reason, they are not always ideal for baking. The best nonnutritive sweeteners to cook with are Splenda, and saccharin, and to a lesser extent Equal Spoonful.
Are they safe?
As a group, nonnutritive sweeteners have been studied more thoroughly than any other type of food additive. Questions about the safety of saccharin were raised when it was first discovered over 125 years ago, and its effect on human health has been monitored ever since. The same is true of more recent sweeteners such as aspartame and sucralose. There is no convincing evidence so far that any of the nonnutritive sweeteners on the market have any negative effects on our health.
While the nonnutritive sweeteners available in North America are considered safe for everyone, some health professionals opt for caution and recommend that pregnant women avoid saccharin and cyclamate. This is because both of them cross the placenta into the growing fetus and can also be found in breast milk.
Also, studies in rats have shown an increased risk of bladder cancer due to saccharin use and kidney disease due to cyclamate use. To put this in perspective, remember that saccharin and cyclamate were both used widely after World War II because there was a worldwide sugar shortage, and we did not see an increase in bladder or kidney cancer over that period. So it seems unlikely that either sweetener is a problem for pregnant women or those who are breastfeeding. However, some women still choose to avoid these two nonnutritive sweeteners.
What about Stevia?
The leaves of this semitropical herb of the aster family are around 30 times sweeter than table sugar but with no calories. As an herb, they can be used fresh or dried. In the dried form, less than 2½ tablespoons of crushed leaves can replace 1 cup of table sugar, although it’s hard to be specific, because its actual sweetness can vary. Stevioside, its extract, is 250–300 times sweeter than sucrose and is currently not approved for use as a food but is a dietary supplement in the United States and Canada. Stevia (Stevia rebaudiana), native to the mountains of Brazil and Paraguay, first came to the attention of the Western world in the 1800s, but remained relatively obscure until it was used as an alternative sweetener in England during World War II.
Phenylketonuria and Aspartame
Food and beverages in the United States and Canada that contain aspartame must carry a warning for people with phenylketonuria. Phenylketonuria is a rare genetic disease, which is characterized by an inability of the body to utilize the essential amino acid, phenylalanine. About 1 in 10,000 newborn babies is affected with the condition. Managing this disease includes sticking to a low-protein diet, with particular emphasis on avoiding foods high in phenylalanine. As aspartame contains a significant amount of phenylalanine, it is not recommended for people with phenylketonuria.
Blends: the best of both worlds?
Splenda Sugar Blend for Baking is a blend of ordinary table sugar and sucralose, a nonnutritive sweetener. By adding sucralose to sugar, you get the best of both worlds: an intense sweetener with fewer calories, but the cooking properties of sugar. Its only downside is its cost—nearly three times that of table sugar.
What Should You Do?
Replacing table sugar with alternative sweeteners may have some health benefits, but these come at a cost. To achieve the best of both worlds, we suggest that you use your favorite alternative sweetener in those dishes that normally require a significant amount of added sugar (half a cup or more). For the rest of the time, just have a teaspoon or two of sugar and enjoy it.
See pages 234–241 for more detailed information on nutritive and nonnutritive sweeteners.
GI values
Using the tables
These tables will help you put those low GI food choices into your shopping cart and onto your plate. Each entry lists an individual food and its GI value along with nutritional information for each food—fat (g), saturated fat (g), fiber (g), and sodium (mg). We also list the nominal serving size, the amount of carbohydrate per serving, and whether the food’s GI is low, medium, or high.
A low GI value is 55 or less
A medium/moderate GI value is 56 to 69 inclusive
A high GI value is 70 or more
You can use the tables to:
❏ find the GI of your favorite foods
❏ compare carb-rich foods within a category (two types of bread or breakfast cereal for example)
❏ identify the best carbohydrate choices
❏ improve your diet by finding a low GI substitute for high GI foods
❏ put together a low GI meal
❏ find foods with a high GI but low GL
Each individual food appears alphabetically within a food category, like “Bread” or “Fruit.” This makes it easy to compare the kinds of foods you eat every day and helps you see which high GI foods you could substitute with low GI versions.
The food categories are listed alphabetically, but if you need to find one quickly, check the category index on page 94. For instance, if you wanted to find the GI value of an apple, then you would look under the food category “Fruit.” You could check the page number for “Fruit” in the category index.
The food categories used in the tables are:
❏ Beans and legumes—including baked beans, chickpeas, lentils, and split peas
❏ Beverages—including fruit and vegetable juices, soft drinks, flavored milk, and sport drinks
❏ Bread—including sliced white and whole-grain bread, fruit breads, flatbreads, and crispbreads
❏ Breakfast cereals—including processed cereals, muesli, oats, and oatmeal
❏ Cakes and muffins—including other baked goods
❏ Cereal grains—including bulgur and barley
❏ Cookies and crackers
❏ Dairy products—including cheese, milk, yogurt, ice creams, and dairy desserts
❏ Fruit—including fresh, canned, and dried fruit (see Beverages for fruit juices)
❏ Gluten-free products
❏ Meals, prepared/convenience
❏ Meat, seafood, eggs and protein
❏ Nutritional Supplements
❏ Nuts and seeds
❏ Oils and dressings
❏ Pasta and noodles
❏ Rice
❏ Snack foods—including chocolate, fruit bars, granola bars, and nuts
❏ Soups
❏ Soy products—including soy milk and soy yogurt
❏ Spreads and sweeteners—including sugars, honey, jam
❏ Nutritive Sweeteners
❏ Nonnutritive Sweeteners
❏ Vegetables—including green vegetables, salad vegetables and root vegetables (see Beverages for vegetable juices)
In the tables you will sometimes see these symbols:
★ indicates that a food contains little or no carbohydrate. We have included these foods—like vegetables and protein-rich foods—because so many people ask us for their GI.
indicates that a food is part of the GI Symbol Program. Foods with the GI symbol have had their GI tested properly and are a healthy choice for their food category.
To make a fair comparison, all foods have been tested using an internationally standardized method. Gram for gram of carbohydrates, the higher the GI, the higher the blood glucose levels after consumption. If you can’t find the GI value for a food you regularly eat in these tables, check out our website (www.glycemicindex.com). We maintain an international database of published GI values that have been tested by a reliable laboratory (see page 257 for instructions on how to use the database). Alternatively, please write to the manufacturer and encourage them to have the food tested by an accredited laboratory such as Sydney University’s Glycemic Index Research Service (SUGiRS). In the meantime, choose a similar food from the tables as a substitute.
The GI values in this book are correct at the time of publication. However, the formulation of commercial foods can change and the GI may change as well. You can rely on foods showing the GI symbol. Although some manufacturers include the GI on the nutritional label, you would need to know that the testing was carried out independently by an accredited laboratory.
Category index
BEANS & LEGUMES
BEVERAGES
BREAD
BREAKFAST CEREALS
CAKES & MUFFINS
CEREAL GRAINS
COOKIES & CRACKERS
DAIRY PRODUCTS: CHEESES
DAIRY PRODUCTS: ICE CREAM, CUSTARDS, PUDDINGS & DESSERTS
DAIRY PRODUCTS: MILK & ALTERNATIVES
DAIRY PRODUCTS: MILK & ALTERNATIVES
DAIRY PRODUCTS: YOGURT
FRUIT
GLUTEN-FREE PRODUCTS
MEALS, PREPARED & CONVENIENCE
MEAT, SEAFOOD, EGGS & PROTEIN
NUTRITIONAL SUPPLEMENTS
NUTS & SEEDS
OILS & DRESSINGS
PASTA & NOODLES
RICE
SNACK FOODS
SOUPS
SOY PRODUCTS
SPREADS & SWEETENERS
Nutritive Sweeteners
Fructose | |
GI 19 | Fructose or fruit sugar has a relatively small effect on blood glucose levels. It is sweeter than table sugar, but has the same number of calories per gram. |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
11 cal (46 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = up to 70% more, depending on the temperature of the food | |
Glucose | |
GI 100 | Glucose is the sugar found in blood.When eaten, it causes blood glucose levels to rise rapidly. It is not as sweet as table sugar, but has the same table sugar, but has the same number of calories per gram. Sweetness relative to table sugar = 25% less |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
26 cal (108 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Golden syrup | |
GI 63 | Golden syrup has a moderate effect on blood glucose levels, very similar to table sugar. It is sweeter than table sugar, and has fewer calories per gram. |
3 cal (12 kJ) per gram | |
11 cal (45 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 33% more | |
* The number of calories in the volume of alternative sweetener that provides the equivalent sweetness to 1 teaspoon of table sugar. | |
Grape syrup | |
Gl 52 | Grape syrup or nectar has a moderate effect on blood glucose levels. It is a little sweeter than table sugar, sweeter than table sugar, but has the same number of calories. |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
16 cal (68 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 20% more | |
Honey | |
Gl 35–64 | Honey has a variable effect on blood glucose levels depending on whether it is a blend or a pure floral honey.The pure floral honeys appear to have lower Gls. On average, honey is slightly less sweet than table sugar, but has about the same number of calories per teaspoon. Sweetness relative to table sugar = about the same |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
20 cal (83 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Isomalt | |
Gl 60 | Isomalt has a moderate effect on blood glucose levels similar to table sugar. It is only half as sweet as table sugar, but has fewer calories, and may have a laxative effect if eaten in large quantities. |
3 cal (11 kJ) per gram | |
26 cal (110 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = half as sweet | |
Lactose | |
Gl 46 | Lactose is the sugar found in milk. It causes blood glucose levels to rise slowly. It is not very sweet at all, but has the same number of calories as able sugar. |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
120 cal (500 kJ) per | |
teaspoon table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 85% less sweet | |
Maltitol | |
Gl 69 | Maltitol has a moderate to high effect on blood glucose levels greater than that of table sugar. It is only three-quarters as sweet as table sugar, and has the same number of calories, and may have a laxative effect and cause flatulence and diarrhea if eaten in large quantities. Sweetness relative to table sugar = 25% less sweet |
3 cal (13 kJ) per gram | |
21 cal (87 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Maltodextrin | |
Gl not known | The effect of maltodextrin on blood glucose levels is not exactly known, though it is likely to be similar to that it of glucose. It is only half as sweet as table sugar, and has the same number of calories. Sweetness relative to table sugar = half as sweet |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
35 cal (146 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
* The number of calories in the volume of alternative sweetener that provides the equivalent sweetness to 1 teaspoon of table sugar. | |
Maltose | |
Gl 105 | Maltose or malt causes blood glucose levels to rise rapidly. It is only one-third as sweet as table sugar, and has the same number of calories. |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
60 cal (250 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 67% less sweet | |
Mannitol | |
Gl n/a | Mannitol has essentially no effect on blood glucose levels. It is only three-quarters as sweet as table sugar, but has only half the amount of calories, and may have a laxative effect and cause gas and diarrhea if eaten in large quantities. |
2 cal (9 kJ) per gram | |
15 cal (64 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 25% less sweet | |
Maple syrup | |
Gl 54 | Real maple syrup has a moderate effect on blood glucose levels. It is a little sweeter than table sugar, but has fewer calories. |
3 cal (11 kJ) per gram | |
15 cal (61 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 10% more | |
Polydextrose | |
Gl 7 | Polydextrose has very little effect on blood glucose levels. It is not sweet, but is used as a bulking agent with nonnutritive sweeteners. It has only one-third the amount of calories as table sugar, but may have a laxative effect if eaten in large quantities. |
I cal (5 kJ) per gram | |
6 cal (25 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = not sweet | |
Table sugar (sucrose) | |
Gl 60 (average) | Sucrose or table sugar is the most common sweetener eaten in North America. Despite popular misconceptions, it causes blood glucose levels to rise only moderately (less than white bread). |
4 cal (16 kJ) per gram | |
16 cal (67 kJ) per teaspoon | |
Sweetness = 100% Castor sugar, brown sugar, raw sugar, confectioners’ sugar are all forms of sugar. | |
Xylitol | |
Gl 21 | Xylitol is a sugar alcohol that has little effect on blood glucose levels. It is as sweet as sugar and has fewer calories, but may have a laxative effect and cause gas and diarrhea if consumed in large quantities. Sweetness relative to table sugar = 100% as sweet |
3 cal (12 kJ) per gram | |
14 cal (60 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
* The number of calories in the volume of alternative sweetener that provides the equivalent sweetness to 1 teaspoon of table sugar. |
Nonnutritive Sweeteners
Acesulphame potassium or Acesulphame K | |
Gl 0 | Acesulphame K is much sweeter than sugar, has no effect on blood glucose levels, and doesn’t provide any calories because it is not absorbed into the body. |
0 cal (0 kJ) per gram | |
0 cal (0 kJ) per teaspoon table sugar equivalent* | |
Food additive code 950 | |
Brand names: Sweet One, Sunett | Sweetness relative to table sugar = 200 times more |
Aspartame | |
Gl 0 | Aspartame is a couple of hundred times sweeter than sugar, and has essentially no effect on blood glucose levels. Because it is a protein it does provide some calories, but because it is very sweet, you only use it in small amounts. |
4 cal (17 kJ) per gram | |
0.3 cal (1.4 kJ) per teaspoon table sugar equivalent* | |
Brand names: Nutrasweet, Equal, Equal Spoonful | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 150–250 times more | |
Warning:Aspartame should not be used by people with phenylketonuria. | |
Neotame | |
Gl 0 | Neotame is many thousands of times sweeter than sugar, and has essentially no effect on blood glucose levels. |
4 cal (17 kJ) per gram | |
0 cal (0 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | Because it is a protein it does provide some calories, but because it is extremely sweet, it is only used in tiny amounts. |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 7,000–13,000 times more | |
While neotame is approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), it is not currently found in many foods or beverages. | |
Saccharin | |
Gl 0 | Saccharin is hundreds of times sweeter than sugar, has no effect on blood glucose levels, and is not metabolized by the human body. |
0 cal (0 kJ) per gram | |
0 cal (0 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Brand names:Sweet’N Low, Sugar Twin | Sweetness relative to table sugar = 300–500 times more |
Stevia | |
Gl 0 | Stevia is considerably sweeter than sugar and has essentially no effect on blood glucose levels. |
2.7 cal (11 kJ) per gram | |
0.7 cal (3 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | Sweetness relative to table sugar = 30 times more |
* The number of calories in the volume of alternative sweetener that provides the equivalent sweetness to 1 teaspoon of table sugar. | |
Sucralose | |
Gl 0 | Sucralose is hundreds of times sweeter than sugar, has no effect on blood glucose levels, and does not provide any calories because it is not absorbed into the body. |
0 cal (0 kJ) per gram | |
0 cal (0 kJ) per teaspoon 0 cal (0 kJ) per teaspoon | |
table sugar equivalent* | |
Brand name: Splenda | |
Sweetness relative to table sugar = 400–600 times more |
VEGETABLES
The online GI database
The glycemic index online search tool was developed in 2001 at the University of Sydney following the success of a similar database used to calculate the nutritional value of meals served at the Sydney Olympics in 2000. The tool, designed by Associate Professor Gareth Denyer, has proved to be very popular, with thousands of “hits” per week from all over the world. The GI database tool allows quick searches of the ever-growing number of foods tested over the past 25 years. The online tool reveals GI values, the glycemic load (GL), and grams of carbohydrate per serving on first glance. Dig a little deeper and you will see where and when the food was tested and also in whom the foods were tested (i.e., people with and without diabetes).
Some of our readers have written to us expressing difficulties in finding specific foods in the database. In the following paragraphs we illustrate the different features and tricks of searching the GI database and explain what the results mean.
1. First, click on the GI Database link in the left-hand menu at www.glycemicindex.com.
You will arrive at the main search page. To begin your search for a specific food, you will need to pay attention to the window shown below.
2. In this example, we will search for “beans.” If beans are added into the Food Name field and the Find Records button is clicked (or just hit the Enter key on your keyboard), the result produces 96 different foods either containing beans or showing specific types of bean. To narrow down the results to something more manageable, why not use the other fields to refine your search? In the example shown below, we have also added information into the GI and GL field. By using the less than (<) and greater than (>) options, we can tell the database to show us only foods containing beans with a GI less than 55 and a GL less than 15.
3. Executing the search returns 69 foods fitting the search criteria. Let’s say we are interested in refried beans. This third page shows us that refried pinto beans have a GI of 38, that one serving is 150 grams, that there are 26 grams of carbohydrate in the serving, and that the glycemic load (GL) is 10.
Database tips
1. Foods with no Gl are not included in the database. If you search for olive oil, for example, there will be no result. Foods must contain an appreciable amount of available carbohydrate to have a Gl value.
2. While the Gl database is the most comprehensive resource on the web for Gl and GL values, we have not tested every food in the world (some think we have!). In some cases certain companies choose to not reveal the Gl of their products. In most cases they have not chosen to have a product tested at all. If you would like to see the GI value of a certain product, you might consider writing to the manufacturer and ask that it be tested.
3. For a quick list of the most recently tested foods, click on the “Last 6 or 12 Months” buttons below the main search fields.
4. Now click on the actual food name (the text will change color) and the following page appears.
More detailed information on the specific food is displayed. The GI of these particular refried beans was calculated using glucose as the standard (i.e., glucose = 100). The +/- 3 refers to the standard error of the mean (SEM). Ideally, the SEM should be approximately 10% of the actual GI value. The serving (g) refers to the standard or nominal/usual serving size of that product—e.g., milk usually 1 glass (250–300 ml), pasta about 150 g, bread usually 2 slices (70 g), cereals usually 30 or 45 g. Foods that have “unusual” numbers refer to products that come prepackaged in that size (for example, Pop Tarts = 36 g) or have an averaged standard serving (doughnut = 47 g). Even if the serving (g) refers to a prepackaged weight, it still represents a usual or standard serving (Mars Bar serving = 60 g).
The carb/serving (g) is the amount of carbohydrate per standard serving. This value is then used to calculate the GL value for each product:
Refried pinto beans
Serving (g): 150 g
CHO/serving (g): 26
GI: 38
GL = 10
In this case the test period was the standard 2 hours where a total of 8 finger-prick blood samples were taken in 10 subjects over that period (this includes 2 fasting samples). The subjects were “normal,” which means they were healthy volunteers. In some tests, “Type 2” refers to testing in people with type 2 diabetes. Finally, the reference shows where the food was tested and in which journal the results were published, if applicable.
Where to go for further help
For further information on GI
This is the University of Sydney’s glycemic index website where you can learn about GI and access the GI database, which includes the most up-to-date listing of the GI of foods that have been published in international scientific journals.
The Glycemic Index (GI) Symbol Program is a food labeling program with strict nutritional criteria that aims to help people make informed food choices. The site includes a complete listing of foods carrying the GI symbol.
GI News is the University of Sydney Human Nutrition Unit’s official glycemic index monthly newsletter. Subscribing is free.
For further information and advice, we recommend that you contact the following organizations.
American Diabetes Association (ADA)
ADA is the nation’s leading nonprofit health organization for people with diabetes in the United States, providing information on diabetes and diabetes prevention, as well as tips and resources for living well with diabetes. ADA has offices nationwide; to find the office closest to you, call 800-DIABETES (800-342-2383). www.diabetes.org
American Heart Association
The American Heart Association has offices all around the country. Contact the Heartline at 800-AHA-USA-1 (800-242-8721) for information, or go to their website. www.americanheart.org
Canadian Diabetes Association
The Canadian Diabetes Association is the national peak consumer health organization for people with diabetes in Canada. The aim of the organization is to promote the health of Canadians through diabetes research, education, service, and advocacy. 800-BANTING (800-226-8464) www.diabetes.ca
Crisis Services Kids Helpline (United States)
877-KIDS-400 (877-543-7400)
www.kidscrisis.com
Diabetes Educators
In the United States
American Association of Diabetes Educators (AADE)
200 W. Madison St., Suite 800
Chicago, IL 60606
800-338-3633
www.aadenet.org
In Canada
Canadian Diabetes Educator Certification Board
2878 King Street
Caledon, ON L7C 0R3
905-838-4898
www.cdecb.ca
Dietitians
In the United States
American Dietetic Association
120 South Riverside Plaza, Suite 2000
Chicago, Illinois 60606
800-877-1600
www.eatright.org
In Canada
Dietitians of Canada
480 University Avenue, Suite 604
Toronto, ON M5G 1V2
416-596-0857
www.dieticians.ca
Exercise Specialists
Personal Trainer’s Network
An international database for locating personal trainers.
www.personaltrainers.net
In the United States
American Physical Therapy Association
800-999-APTA (800-999-2782)
www.apta.org and click on “Find a PT”
American Society of Exercise Physiologists www.asep.org
In Canada
Canadian Physiotherapy Association
800-387-8679
www.physiotherapy.ca and click on “Find a Physiotherapist”
Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology
877-651-3755
www.csep.ca
Gluten Intolerance and Celiac Disease
www.celiac.nih.gov
www.celiac.org
www.gluten.net
www.glutenfree.com
Heart and Stroke Foundation (Canada)
Call 613-569-4361 to find the Heart and Stroke
Foundation office nearest you.
www.heartandstroke.com
HopeLine (United States)
800-394-HOPE (800-394-4673)
www.thehopeline.com
Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation International
800-533-CURE (800-533-2873)
www.jdrf.org and click on “Locations”
Kids Help Phone (Canada)
800-668-6868
www.kidshelpphone.ca
Mood Disorder Society of Canada
For anyone suffering from depression and all other
mood disorders, including depression, bipolar
disorders, and anxiety, Mood Disorder Society
provides resources to find help.
519-824-5565
www.mooddisorderscanada.ca
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) (United States)
NAMI provides information and support for people living with mental illnesses and their friends and family.
Info helpline: 800-950-NAMI (800-950-6264)
www.nami.org
Podiatrists
In the United States
American Podiatric Medical Association
www.apma.org
In Canada
Canadian Podiatric Medical Association
www.podiatrycanada.org
Quitline
If you need help to stop smoking, call
United States: 800-QUIT-NOW (800-784-8669)
Canada: 877-513-5333
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