
GLYCEMIC INDEX V. GLYCEMIC LOAD 

CARBOHYDRATES 
Carbohydrates are 4 calories per gram and act as the body’s preferred energy source. 
Simple carbohydrates consist of monosaccharides and disaccharides, which are found in 
food items such as table sugar, high fructose corn syrup, yogurt, and baked goods. Complex 
carbohydrates consist of oligosaccharides and polysaccharides, and are found in food items 
such as grains, vegetables, fruits, rice, and beans. You’ll often hear that complex 
carbohydrates are better to consume as part of a healthy diet. 
 
GLYCEMIC INDEX VS. GLYCEMIC LOAD 
You may have heard the terms glycemic index and glycemic load in terms of carbohydrates 
and the response they have on your body. What is the difference between the two, and how 
do they affect your blood sugar, or glucose? Understanding the terms will help you utilize this 
concept in your own diet. 
 
According to the American Council on Exercise, “glycemic index is a measurement of the 
amount of increase in blood sugar after eating particular foods”. High-glycemic index foods 
will enter the bloodstream quickly and will cause a significant glucose spike in your body. 
This, in turn, will spike insulin levels and will promote glucose uptake in cells and fat deposits 
in your adipose (fat) tissue. Low-glycemic foods will cause a less significant glucose and 
insulin response. The standard amount of carbohydrate for these calculations is considered 
50 grams. Though the glycemic index of foods is useful, it does not account for the actual 
portion size of each food item you’ll be eating, and the subsequent response by your body. 
This is where glycemic load comes in. 
 
Glycemic load is “a measure of consumed carbohydrate’s overall effect on blood glucose 
levels; equal to the glycemic index multiplied by the number of grams consumed, divided by 
100”. More simply stated, glycemic load can be determined by using the following equation: 
 
GL= (GI x grams of carbohydrate)/100 
 
Using this equation, you’ll discover that some high-glycemic foods, like carrots, actually have 
a lower glycemic load than other low-glycemic food based on portion sizes. 50 grams 
(standard measurement for glycemic index) of carrots would be 4 cups – an unrealistic 
amount for most. If you eat a smaller amount, such as 5 grams, the glycemic load would be 
4.6. In contrast, a lower glycemic food such as oatmeal will have a glycemic load of 7.4 
(higher) based on a more traditional serving of about 15 grams. 
 
Knowing the glycemic index of your foods can be very helpful, but understanding the impact 
based on portion sizes is a much more realistic view of how your blood sugar and insulin will 
respond.  

Always consult your doctor before beginning any new exercise, nutrition, or lifestyle program. 
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