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Carbohydrates are also known as “carbs” or sugars. They work like fuel: their main function is

to deliver energy to cells in our body, which we call “calories”.

Simple and complex carbohydrates

Carbohydrates are usually divided into two groups:

e Simple carbohydrates:
o These are made up of tiny molecules
o and generally have a sweet flavor.

o They are found in granulated sugar, honey, fruits, cookies and sweet snacks that often
contain lots of added sugar. The lactose (or milk sugar) found in dairy products is also a

simple carbohydrate.

e Complex carbohydrates:
o They are made up of larger, more complex molecules.
o Their flavor is not sweet.

o They occur mainly as starch and fiber in bread, pasta, potatoes, grains (rice, wheat,

quinoa, corn, etc.) and legumes (lentils, chickpeas, beans, etc.).
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What is the glycemic index used for?

We often hear that simple carbohydrates are fast carbs and that complex carbohydrates are
slow carbs. Unfortunately, it is not that simple. The glycemic index (Gl) is what tells us whether

a carb is “slow” or “fast”.

The glycemic index allows us to compare a food's ability to raise blood sugar (glucose)
levels. It indicates the speed at which the glucose from a given food makes its way into the
blood. The higher the glycemic index, the faster the amount of sugar in the blood will increase

after the food has been absorbed.

When a lot of sugar enters the body, the pancreas will secrete insulin, the hormone whose
role is to regulate the amount of sugar in the blood. The higher a food's glycemic index, the
more insulin is released. The insulin will then convert the glucose and store it as glycogen so

that it can be used later as an energy source for the body’s muscles, the heart and the brain.
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But we have a limited capacity for glycogen storage. When our glycogen stores are full, the
insulin will transform the excess glucose into...fat! This fat will be stored in our fatty tissues,

which are the body’s fat deposits under the skin.

What are examples of glycemic index scores?

Here are some reference points to help you identify the glycemic index of different foods.
Generally speaking, simple carbohydrates have a medium to high glycemic index and cause

blood glucose to rise quickly. It varies for complex carbohydrates.

e Low-Gl foods: legumes (lentils, peas, chickpeas), nuts (walnuts, peanuts), some fruits
(apples, pears, bananas, oranges, kiwis, grapes), some grains (multigrain bread, bulgur,

brown rice, plain muesli), dark chocolate

e Medium-GI foods: whole-grain pasta, some fruits (raisins, pineapple, cherries, melon),

white rice, whole wheat bread, milk chocolate, jam



e High-Gl foods: potatoes, white bread, thoroughly cooked pasta, rice cakes, candy, dried

fruits (dates, dried apricots, raisins, etc.), honey

Factors that influence glycemic index

There are variables that can affect the glycemic index of a food:

1) Doneness:
The more cooked a food is, the higher its Gl. The Gl for al dente pasta is lower
than the Gl for thoroughly cooked pasta, for example, and the Gl for potatoes

is lower when they are steamed versus when they are baked.

2) Fiber content:

Fiber lowers a food's Gl. Brown rice and whole wheat bread have a lower Gl
than white rice and white bread because they have more fiber. Along the same
lines, a fruit will have a lower glycemic index than a fruit juice because the juice

has no fiber.

3) Processing

The more processed a food is, the higher its Gl. Oatmeal, for example, has a Gl
of about 60, but puffed grains, which have been cooked and exposed to high
pressure, have a Gl about about 80. And, logically, cooked vegetables that are

pureed into a soup have a higher Gl than raw veggies.

4) Food combinations
The presence of fat and protein in a meal lowers the speed at which

carbohydrates are absorbed and, therefore, the glycemic index for the meal.

Our diets have too many carbohydrates

Cookies, white bread, pasta, rice, crisp bread... these days we eat far too many carbs,

especially carbohydrates with a high glycemic index. This translates into several problems:

Weight gain

As discussed above, the body has limited capacity to store glucose in the form of glycogen.

When there is no more room, insulin will transform the excess glucose into fat.

That means that eating too many high-Gl foods leads to weight gain and even obesity.

Stress and fatigue

Eating foods with a high glycemic index causes spikes in blood glucose: the amount of sugar in

the blood climbs quickly and significantly.The body responds by secreting lots of insulin to

bring down the blood sugar level. Then the amount of sugar in the blood takes a nosedive.
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This sudden drop triggers fatigue, which explains the “slump” we feel after a meal that
was loaded with fast carbs. The repetition of these blood glucose spikes can cause chronic

fatigue and reduced alertness on a daily basis.

Furthermore, ongoing fluctuations in blood glucose over the course of a day also cause stress,

which has become a common problem in recent years.

Increased insulin resistance and risk of diabetes

Excessive carbohydrate consumption also causes the body to develop insulin resistance over
the long term. When they are overstimulated by insulin, our cells eventually develop a kind

of resistance and sometimes stop responding to insulin the way they are supposed to.

Meanwhile, the cells of the pancreas, depleted from massive insulin production, will secrete

less and less insulin.

These hormonal disorders surrounding insulin are the primary cause of type 2 diabetes.

They also raise the risk of cardiovascular disease and chronic inflammation.

What you can do

Here are some practical steps you can take to promote stable blood glucose:

{

u 1) Choose low-GI carbohydrates:prioritize raw and minimally processed foods

such as whole grains, semi-hulled grains and legumes.

2) Consume whole fruits rather than fruit juices, which have been stripped of

their fiber and have higher Gls.

3) Pair as many meals as possible with veggies rather than grains: vegetables

should take up at least half of your plate.

4) Pick fiber-rich foods that will slow down the speed of glucose uptake.
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‘ 5) Opt for whole-wheat sourdough bread instead of white bread, which has

far less fiber.

! : 6) Eat protein at breakfast and lunch: it will also slow down the assimilation of
Q: glucose.
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