
 
 

 

  

Nutrition and Food Services (06/2025) 

www.nutrition.va.gov 

Physical Activity and Hypoglycemia 
 

Physical Activity and Low Blood Sugar (Hypoglycemia) 
● How Exercise Affects Blood Glucose  

­ Physical activity can make your blood glucose drop faster than usual 

­ Certain medicines such as insulin or glipizide or glimepiride can increase 

the risk of hypoglycemia while being physically active 
 

How to Prevent Low Blood Sugar While Exercising 

● Before Physical Activity  

­ You may need to eat extra carbohydrates before, during, and after exercise 

to keep your blood glucose in a safe range (~90-250 mg/dL) 

● Adjust Carbohydrates Based on Your Blood Sugar 

­ If your blood glucose is less than 90 mg/dL prior to physical activity, eat a 

snack with 15 to 30 grams of total carbohydrates 

● Timing is Important 

­ Try not to exercise when your insulin is strongest (at its peak time).  

­ If you use an insulin pump, place your pump on activity mode or lower your 

insulin rate about 30 to 60 minutes before exercising 

­ If you use insulin injections, ask your provider about lowering your meal 

time insulin dose before exercise 

● After Exercise 

­ Consider eating a balanced meal within an hour after exercise to prevent 

post activity hypoglycemia  

­ If engaging in evening exercise, think about having a bedtime snack with 

protein and a slow-digesting carbohydrate to prevent low blood sugar at 

night 
 

How to Treat Low Blood Glucose During Physical Activity 
● If you feel signs of low blood glucose while being active, stop and have 15 grams 

of fast-acting carbs 

● Check your blood sugar after 15 minutes 

● Do not resume physical activity until your glucose level is 90 mg/dL  
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● If your blood sugar is still below 100 mg/dL, have another 15 grams of fast-acting 

carbs and check again after another 15 minutes.  Repeat until your blood sugar is 

above 90 mg/dL 

­ Avoid using high-fat and high-protein foods to treat low blood sugar 

­ Foods with fat and protein like chocolate, candy bars, nuts, nut butters and 

cheese can slow down how fast your blood sugar comes back up  
 

Fast- Acting Carbohydrates 
Item Serving Size Carbohydrate Amount (g) 

Glucose tablets 4 tablets 16 g  

Carbohydrate gel packet 1 packet 20-23 g 

Carbohydrate chews 3 chews 15-24 g 

Sports drink 1 cup (8 oz) 15 g 

Raisins 2 Tablespoons 15 

Banana 1, extra small 15 

Fruit juice, regular soda ½ cup (4 oz) 15 

      Check the food labels to find out the exact amount of carbohydrates per serving. 
 

Treating Hypoglycemia During Exercise 

Pre-Exercise Blood 
Glucose Value 

Recommended Action 

< 90 mg/dL Consume 15-30 g fast-acting carbs 
physical activity.  

prior to the start of 

90-150 mg/dL Depending on activity type and duration, carbohydrate 
may be needed during exercise to maintain safe glucose 
levels. Check glucose levels during activity if you feel signs 
of low blood glucose. 

150-250 mg/dL No extra carbohydrates 
occurs 

are needed unless low blood sugar 

250-350 mg/dL ● 

 

● 

 

● 

Test for ketones. Do not exercise if moderate to large 
ketones present  

If large to moderate ketones present, contact your 
provider on how to treat ketones with insulin and 
fluids 

If ketones are negative, avoid intense exercise until 
blood sugar is within a healthy range. Mild to 
moderate intensity exercise is acceptable 

 




