
Diabetes and the Glycemic Index
Carbohydrates are found in grains (rice, pasta and bread), fruits, dairy products (milk and 
yogurt), beans and starchy vegetables (potatoes and corn). When you eat a carbohydrate
food your digestive track breaks it down to its smallest part – sugar. The glycemic index (GI)
is a fancy term that’s used to rank how much carbohydrate foods raise blood sugar after
eating. Foods with a score of 70 or higher have a high GI while those with a score of 55 or
below have a low GI. In general, very processed, starchy foods like white bread, potatoes,
sugary cereals and many packaged snack foods have a high GI – meaning they are digested
and absorbed quickly and cause a spike in blood sugar. On the other hand, less processed
foods like beans, fruits and whole grains are digested more slowly and do not spike blood sugars.

Reasons to Choose Low GI Foods
Your body prefers low GI carbohydrates that are broken down more slowly causing a gradual rise and fall in blood sugar. These
types of foods help to keep you full longer and delay hunger which can help control your weight. Also, low GI diets have been
shown to improve blood sugar levels, insulin and cholesterol in people with diabetes or who are at risk for diabetes. Studies
have shown that people who eat a lot of processed, or high GI foods, are at greater risk for diabetes and heart disease.

Factors that Affect GI
Cooking: Grains and other foods cooked for a longer period of time tend to have a higher GI.  For example, pasta cooked for
eight to 10 minutes (or al-dente) has a lower GI than pasta cooked for 20 minutes. This means that your body digests mushy
pasta more quickly (causing a spike in blood sugars) than al-dente pasta.

Fat or acid: The more fat or acid in a food the more slowly it’s digested and absorbed. Adding heart healthy fats (olive oil or
nuts) and vinegar (red wine or balsamic) to your food will also help control blood sugar.

Processing: A grain kernel has three parts: germ (where vitamins and minerals are located), bran (where fiber is located) and
the endosperm (where carbohydrates are located). Grains that have been processed (or refined) by removing the bran and
germ have a higher GI compared to whole grains, which contain all three parts.

Portion size: If you do eat high GI foods (white bread, white rice, potatoes, etc.) keep the portion small so it won’t affect
your blood sugar as much.

Conclusion 
Overall, the GI can be a useful tool in creating a healthful diet. Remember, avoid very processed foods and include more 
fresh foods in your diet like vegetables, fruits and legumes. Ask your doctor for advice or ask them for a referral to a UMass
Memorial registered dietitian. References: www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource and www.glycemicindex.com

Community Events
Join the UMass Memorial Health Care Diabetes Center of Excellence at upcoming events to support diabetes education
and research. Learn more at www.umassmemorial.org/news-and-events.
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Changing Diabetes Day
Saturday, September 22, 10 am to 2 pm
DCU Center, 50 Foster Street, Worcester

Step Out: Walk to Stop Diabetes
Saturday, September 29, 9 am
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Quick Tips to Follow a Low Glycemic Index Diet 
Low glycemic index (GI) diets have a number of health benefits. Follow these tips to 
improve your diet:

• Base your diet on non-starchy vegetables (broccoli, carrots, green beans, cauliflower, 
spinach, etc.), fruits, whole grains, beans and low-fat dairy.

• Limit your intake of refined, starchy foods (white bread, white rice, white potatoes, sugary breakfast cereals, packaged
snack foods and sweets). 

• Limit your intake of sugary beverages (soda, iced tea, lemonade, sports drinks, energy drinks and juice).

• Eat smaller, more frequent meals throughout the day.

• Include heart healthful fats in your diet (nuts, seeds, peanut butter, olive oil, vegetable oil, and avocado).

• Include protein with meals and snacks when possible. Adding a little protein to a carbohydrate-based meal or snack 
can lower the GI value of your meal. For example, add grilled chicken to your pasta or a tablespoon of all-natural 
peanut butter to your toast.

• Eat beans (kidney, black beans, chickpeas, etc.) several times a week.

Check Out a Local Fitness Center
With school starting and autumn approaching, it’s a great time to join a fitness center. There are a
wide range of classes for any age or fitness level. Take the whole family to the gym for an afternoon
or evening of fitness and fun. Check out the sites below to get you started:

www.ymcaofcm.org and www.ywcacentralmass.org

Our Recipe of the Month: Raspberry Chicken
Serves 4

4 boneless, skinless chicken breasts 8 ounces raspberry fruit spread (no sugar added)
1 teaspoon dried thyme 1⁄3 cup balsamic vinegar 
1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil Salt/pepper to taste
1 onion, diced

Season chicken with thyme and salt on both sides. Set aside. Heat oil in skillet over medium heat. Cook onion until
browned and soft. Add chicken and cook approximately 8 minutes each side. Then, remove chicken and set aside.
Add fruit spread, balsamic vinegar and pepper to oil in skillet. Cook for several minutes until ingredients are well 
combined and fruit spread is melted. Add chicken back into skillet. Serve chicken with sauce poured over top.
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