

Glycaemic Index – the key to understanding reactive hypoglycaemias.
Many healthy people sometimes “go a bit hypo” and “need a bit of sugar to get them going again. This is particularly common in children, and in young, active people who burn off sugar easily and do not have large reserves of sugar. 
Symptoms of a reactive hypoglycaemia are usually a combination of feeling mildly faint and distant, poor energy, irritability, sweating and mild palpitations and loss of concentration. They usually resolve very rapidly when something sugary is eaten, such as chocolate or a banana. Symptoms usually occur 2-3 hours after a meal, when sugar levels are falling.

Reactive hypoglycaemias are not related to diabetes, nor will they result in more severe symptoms (such as loss of consciousness). They can, however, have a significant impact on your ability to get through the day, and understanding and preventing them can improve how you feel. 

Hypo’s relate to the level of glucose in your blood, and hence to carbohydrates in your food, which are broken down to glucose, or sugar. Some are broken down very quickly (High GI foods) and some much more slowly (low GI foods).

Here’s what happens when we eat high GI food (for instance white bread): 
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The key problem is that the glucose in this sort of food causes a rush of insulin, which leads to a rapid fall in glucose and this causes the symptoms. The glucose is all over in one short burst and does not last well as our energy source.
We often get carbohydrate cravings 2-3 hours after eating high GI food, which makes us want to go and eat again!
Here’s what happens if we eat a LOW GI food (eg cherries or yoghurt)
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Not only can low GI foods help to reduce symptoms by avoiding hypos, but you also avoid the peaks and troughs of changing glucose levels that often leave us feeling lethargic and flat, and the carbohydrates in the food can last longer as an energy source.
· The Glycaemic Index, or GI, value of a food is the measure of how quickly foods are digested and broken down into glucose.

· The highest value is glucose syrup at 100

· The lowest value is water at 0

Some values will really surprise you. For instance, a white baguette (which is not sweet so you don’t think of sugar when you eat it) has a GI value of 90! Cherries, on the other hand which are sweet (but with natural sugars and lots of fibre) have a GI value of only 22. In general, high fibre foods and natural sugars will have low GI values, as they are digested more slowly.
How you cook things will also affect the value, as the more you cook something the easier you make it for your digestion to work on it. So cooked carrots are 85 while raw carrots are 35!
Knowing the GI of what you are eating can make a real difference, and a few simple changes such as switching to brown bread and increasing your fruit and veg intake can make lasting changes to your diet that you can stick to.
At the end of this leaflet is advice about how to find out more and a pocketbook that contains GI values of most common foods

	Measuring the GI

	This is done quite scientifically by giving foods to healthy volunteers and measuring their blood sugar levels over the next 2 hours. The results for a typical high and low GI food are shown below
Figure 1.The 2 hour blood glucose response of a high
versus low GI food
Reference food
Test food
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Glucose, GI score = 100

  Lentils, GI score = 40

The amount of carbohydrate (starch & sugars) in the reference and test foods must be the same.
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For More information about Glycemic Index in healthy people, this excellent pocket book is widely available and costs about £5.

It explains the importance of GI in easy to understand language, and has a good list of GI values of most common foods.

The New Glucose Revolution pocket guide to Peak Performance by Prof Jennie Brand-Miller et al
For more information visit www.glycemicindex.com 

Glucose level falls slowly, without carbohydrate cravings or excess hunger between meals.








Modest rise in insulin levels causing even control of blood glucose and no symptoms. 











Glucose level in the blood rises slowly and used as our energy supply








Carbohydrate digested into glucose slowly and steadily














Eat a LOW GI food


























Eat a HIGH GI food








Falling glucose levels cause adrenaline release, symptoms of a hypo and a craving for high GI food








High levels of insulin produced to cope with this rise, causing glucose levels to fall rapidly











Glucose level in the blood rises quickly








Carbohydrate digested into glucose very quickly
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