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Praise for The Sugar Brain Fix

“Sugar isn’t just bad for your body—it hurts your brain too. Mike’s program will walk you through how to kick the sugar and reclaim your brain through a powerful combination of simple behavioral shifts and delicious healing foods.”

— JJ Virgin, New York Times best-selling author, The Sugar Impact Diet

“If you feel your brain is out of control you need this book. It is based on science and solid clinical experience. It will help grow your most precious organ—your brain.”

— Daniel Amen, M.D., founder of Amen Clinics and New York Times best-selling author of Feel Better Fast and Make It Last

“Providing the brain with moments of stillness, silence, and serenity are essential in our modern world. Mike’s technique is yet another tool to put in your arsenal of clinically validated practices.”

— Dr. Susan Albers, Psy.D., New York Times best-selling author of Eat Q and 50 Ways to Soothe Yourself Without Food

“Get rid of the toxic gunk that is shrinking your brain. Dr. Mike will help you and your brain glow.”

— Naomi Whittel, New York Times best-selling author of Glow15

“Our national addiction to sugar is the basis of much of the chronic disease and poor health in our country. Dr. Mike Dow’s revolutionary new book, The Sugar Brain Fix combines groundbreaking science with easy-to-implement strategies to help you look and feel your best. A must-read for both doctors and patients everywhere.”

— Anthony Youn, M.D., best-selling author of The Age Fix

“Sugar is a brain-shrinking, waist-expanding molecule that divorces its whole food source and often couples up with saturated fats (hello, doughnut!), leading to an addictive cycle of eating foods that lack nutritional value, but possess the power to kill: heart disease, stroke, cancer, obesity, and diabetes. As a staunch advocate of whole-food, plant-based eating, I commend Dr. Mike Dow for providing sugar lovers with a program that really works. Of course, I particularly love the vegan options!”

— Kristi Funk, M.D., breast cancer surgeon and best-selling author of Breast: The Owner’s Manual

“The Sugar Brain Fix illuminates the fact that too many American families eat a diet that is not only unhealthy, but hazardous to long-term brain health. This book is a must-read for anyone wanting or needing to improve their nutrition and overall health. Dr. Mike’s program will help parents incorporate brain-boosting foods into their everyday diet—which can in turn help them model healthy food habits to their kids—important for everyone’s future health!”

— Tanya Altmann, M.D., FAAP, founder of Calabasas Pediatrics Wellness Center and author of What to Feed Your Baby and Baby and Toddler Basics

“In this brilliant book, Dr. Mike has captured the essential ingredients you can easily implement to bring your brain chemistry back into balance and free you from addictive patterns. With this effective 28-day program, you will detox from the foods that drain your energy and make your brain foggy, while adding activities to enhance your mental clarity and overall vitality. I highly recommend putting this into action today!”

— Andrea Pennington, M.D., founder of In8Vitality and best-selling author of I Love You, Me!

“The Sugar Brain Fix is a must-read for anyone who wants to keep their brain as healthy as possible while simultaneously trimming their waistline. By helping readers understand which foods to avoid and which foods to embrace, Dr. Dow’s 28-day plan will undoubtedly change the lives of people around the world.”

— Nita Landry M.D., recurring co-host of the Emmy Award-winning series, The Doctors

“Through 20 years of studying the human body, I would consider excess processed sugar and lack of consistent moderate exercise the two biggest health threats in the developed world. Dr. Dow’s ‘Kediterranean’ diet is rock solid nutritionally and has enough flexibility to be used as the foundation for a lifestyle of healthy eating, years beyond the 28-day fix. Additionally, Dr. Dow draws upon years of mental health experience to help the reader find the ‘why’ of change making, so that they are far more likely to succeed. This book has the power to change lives.”

— Dr. Jedidiah Ballard, ER physician, former U.S. Army Ranger, and Men’s Health Magazine, Ultimate Guy
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INTRODUCTION

Sugar: A Codependent Relationship

What’s your current relationship status with sugar? If you’re like most people today, you’d probably describe it as “in a relationship” or “it’s complicated.” Sugar is like that bad boyfriend or girlfriend your friends tell you to leave.

Maybe you’ve tried to leave but have discovered how hard it can be. You still have feelings for sugar. Sugar has always been there for you. It provided comfort when you felt blue. In the best moments of your life, sugar was there to help you celebrate. Maybe you could become “just friends” with sugar—if you could get a little distance from it. But it feels almost impossible. After all, sugar is everywhere.

Perhaps you’ve tried different strategies to leave this relationship. Maybe you replaced sugar with artificial sweeteners. Or maybe you had no idea you were still eating sugar since the word sugar may not be found on the ingredient list. Or you consume foods made from flour and grains—which are then broken down into sugar.

To make matters worse, you’ve started to hang out with sugar’s best buddy: bad fats. Where there’s smoke, there’s usually fire. And where there’s sugar, you can expect to find bad fats. Just about every unhealthy, processed food combines some form of sugar with bad fats. Fats are especially confusing. Which fats are good and which are bad? One day, coconut oil is a good fat. The next day, it’s a bad one. At the end of the day, you just end up going back to that ubiquitous combination: sugar with bad fats.

A part of you knows eating this way isn’t healthy, but some other part of you rationalizes it. Everyone else is doing it. Eating sugar and bad fats all the time can’t be that bad, can it? You’re not really addicted to it—despite the fact you rarely go a day without foods made from sugar and bad fats. Well, now it’s time to face the truth.

I know how you feel, because I used to be in that unhealthy, codependent relationship with sugar. For years, I would drink a daily six-pack of sugar-sweetened soda. The whole experience became a soothing ritual. It began with that piercing pop when I’d open the soda can. Like a Pavlovian dog, I would salivate in anticipation of the serotonin and dopamine hit my brain would soon get from the sugar and caffeine. When I was a teenager, my family would load up on 24-packs from Sam’s Club. You could find a reliable stash of at least 50 cans in our house at all times. But my favorite way to get my fix was from fast-food restaurants. I would fill the plastic cup all the way to the top with ice, and, of course, I would refill the cup at least two times. The wide, striped straw of my favorite fast-food restaurant allowed even more of my favorite fix to hit my tongue all at once—a speedball of sugar with a side of stimulant.

While my average intake was six cans during my teens and 20s, bad days would send me bingeing on up to 10 a day. A really bad day at school? Soda’s sugar would give me a little soothing serotonin to take the edge off. A boring class? Soda’s caffeine would give me the dopamine hit I wasn’t getting from a subject I had no interest in. Of course my brain associated it with positive experiences, too. A Friday night or a party would surely mean more soda.

Like many people, I almost always paired my soda with foods made from industrial oils. My after-school snack paired soda with chips or saltines. The weekend party paired soda to wash down pepperoni pizza. Over time, I became addicted to food. And when my brother had a massive stroke when I was in high school, mild self-medication with food turned into all-out binges to deal with the stress and sadness of my family’s struggles.

Neurochemically, this isn’t surprising. Sugar releases serotonin in the brain, a “feel-good” brain chemical that helps to soothe worries, boost self-confidence, and create a feeling of “okayness” in the world. Bad fats release dopamine, an energizing biochemical we all need to function during stressful situations and exciting challenges. Over time, these sugars and bad fats were shrinking my brain, but the serotonin and dopamine I got from food made this codependent relationship hard to leave.

So I exited this bad relationship with sugars and bad fats but jumped straight into another one. When I moved from Ohio to Los Angeles to attend USC, I noticed a difference in the way people in California ate. It wasn’t the meat-and-potatoes diet I was used to in the Midwest, and I was tired of the food coma that came from carb binges. I remember buying a 34-inch-waist pant size—my largest ever—and I knew that something had to change. At the time, I didn’t know much about nutrition. So I did what most people did in the early 2000s: I switched to diet soda and diet foods. Low-calorie and low-fat was the name of the game. It was all about less. Less sugar. Less fat. Fewer calories. Smaller portions. Downing liters of diet soda every day with reduced-calorie frozen meals became my new norm. It was restriction based with a focus on what I shouldn’t eat, and while I was consuming fewer brain-shrinking foods, it wasn’t really doing much to grow my brain.

The Mediterranean Diet and the Brain

Back in 2011, I wrote a book called Diet Rehab while hosting a show on TLC called Freaky Eaters—where I helped people to break free from their food addictions. That book was based on the research available at the time. The prevailing opinion a decade ago said that cutting calories was the best way to lose weight. Studies showing that the Mediterranean diet can treat depression or that sugar shrinks human brains hadn’t been published yet, and keto and paleo weren’t household words.

In the years that followed, I began to read study after study that showed how the Mediterranean diet was absolutely incredible when it came to brain health—while also preventing just about every other major disease. As a brain health expert, I was compelled to change my diet in 2014. At the time, I was researching my book The Brain Fog Fix, and every new study I found supported the Mediterranean diet for brain health. And so I began to head in the right direction as I favored foods like fish, olive oil, nuts, and fruit. Finally, I had figured out a way to feel good. Omega-3rich foods paired with vitamin-rich produce actually helped my brain to manufacture a steady supply of serotonin and dopamine. Everyday choices like exercise also helped me to boost these feelgood neurotransmitters even more.

A few years ago, one study I read took my enthusiasm to a whole new level. It showed that unhealthy food doesn’t just mess with your brain chemistry; the damage goes even further. It was the first study that showed sugar and bad fats can shrink human brains. As someone who has eaten a lot of sugar and junk food through the years, I knew I needed to fix my own sugar brain. Otherwise, I’d be increasing my risk for depression and dementia. Personally, I want to live a life that’s long, healthy, productive, and filled with purpose.

This study also showed that a diet rich in grilled fish and produce was linked to a bigger brain, so the Mediterranean diet I was already following was certainly a step in the right direction. But I wanted to go even further. After all, I had consumed a lot of sugar, flour, grains, and bad fats over the years. Soda and boxed macaroni and cheese had been my go-to comfort foods for decades.

To turn things around, I knew I had to create even more brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), a growth hormone that’s often been called Miracle-Gro for the brain. Boosting BDNF is the ultimate antidote for sugar brain. I retained the anti-inflammatory Mediterranean framework, but I began to supercharge it with strategies that would encourage mild ketosis, which helps your body burn stored fat instead of sugar for fuel.

A new diet was emerging.

A Winning Combination: Keto Meets Mediterranean

Ketosis is one of the best ways to boost BDNF levels and also rapidly shed belly fat. Your waistline shrinking is a great indication that your brain is probably growing. Research has proven there’s an inverse relationship between belly fat and brain volume. My waistline is now smaller than when I was in my late teens or 20s. I’m thrilled, because I know it’s an indication that I’m reversing my own sugar brain—while reducing my risk for just about every major disease.

I used a “Kediterranean”-based (that’s what I call ketogenic plus Mediterranean) Sugar Brain Fix. It reverses sugar brain by helping you to grow the same part of the brain that sugar shrinks. The bad news: Sugar brain is real. The good news: Sugar and bad fats shrink a part of the brain that’s one of only two places in the brain where new brain cells are created. Translation: Sugar brain is reversible.

The Mediterranean framework of my diet takes you back to the diet of Crete, which has been called the original Mediterranean diet. Like vegan and vegetarian diets, it’s jam-packed with vegetables and whole fruits that support healthy brain chemistry. In fact, a true Mediterranean diet is often classified as a plant-based diet. Animal protein and dairy are once-in-a-while complements to meals. And when there is a bit of meat, it tends to be high-quality fish. Grass-fed, free-range, and organic animal products have more brain-healthy omega-3s than the factory-farmed varieties with high levels of omega-6s and bad types of saturated fat that are shrinking American brains.

Despite all the other diets that are popular today, the Mediterranean diet still holds its own. In 2019, U.S. News & World Report had a large panel of top physicians, dieticians, and researchers evaluate 41 of the most popular diets. The Mediterranean diet was named the number one best diet overall, number one easiest diet to follow, number one best diet for healthy eating, number one best diet for diabetes, number one best heart-healthy diet, and number one best plant-based diet.

The only place where the Mediterranean diet didn’t shine was in the best fast-weight-loss category. Here’s where the ketogenic (or keto) diet comes into play. Researchers noted that while keto is extremely hard to follow, it’s one of the most effective diets for rapid weight loss. That’s important since, as you know, shredding belly fat increases the likelihood you’ll have a bigger brain.

By adding just two tools that encourage mild ketosis on top of the Mediterranean framework, you have a winning combination for health, brain growth, and shredding belly fat.

The Sugar Brain Fix Really Works!

The keto element of this diet takes us back to a time when we were hunters and gatherers—when intermittent fasting and fasted workouts were simply a part of life. Back then, we had to work to find food. Without drive-throughs and 24-hour grocery stores, eating and snacking around the clock wasn’t possible. The periods of not having any food would vary from one day to the next, depending on when you could find food that grew in the ground or hunted for it.

As people searched and hunted for food after going variable amounts of time with none, they were actually practicing intermittent fasting. As they chased their prey on an empty stomach, they were doing fasted-state workouts. The diet in this book includes timing workouts with brief fasts, which forces your body to turn to stored fat instead of glucose for fuel. When you do this, you’ll still get some of the benefits of longer fasts or strict keto.

Some people wonder if this diet really works. The answer is yes, and throughout this book I’ll share some real-life success stories to prove it.

And there’s more good news: You can bypass the headaches, constipation, and increased risk of kidney stones that can occur in people doing strict keto with my best-of-both-worlds Kediterranean strategy of the Sugar Brain Fix.

The diet in this book is both fantastic for the brain and easy to follow in the long run. It’s much lower in sugars and carbs than the American diet that leads to sugar brain, but not quite as low as a strict keto diet. Grains are drastically reduced but not eliminated—since you can always have a few servings of any type of food you’d like during each week of the 28-day program.

Unlike keto, all whole fruits are encouraged since they’re incredible foods for brain health. And there’s only one off-limit vegetable: potatoes. (Corn is off-limits if it’s processed into chips.) We’ll place more emphasis on omega-3-rich proteins, plant-based protein like beans, moderately high good fat, and high levels of antioxidants. In contrast, traditional keto contains high amounts of animal protein and fat, almost no plant-based protein, and relatively lower levels of antioxidants. This is why strict keto leads to an increase in LDL, or “bad,” cholesterol in people who follow it. And replacing carbohydrates with high levels of animal protein and low levels of plant-based protein—as people following keto do—has been linked with an increased risk of death.

With its modified approach, this is a middle-of-the-road diet. You can eat both fat and carbs, while reducing sugar, flour, grains, and industrial oils and increasing vegetables, fruit, and olive oil. It’s far more complex and nuanced than the black-or-white approach of the nonfat or all-carbs-are-the-devil way of eating. The type of carbs and fat matter, because all carbs, fat, and calories are not created equal. If you time your food and workouts, you can maximize brain growth while shrinking your waistline.

At first, this diet may be a bit harder to understand than all-or-nothing programs that place strict numbers on the macronutrients of carbohydrates, fat, and protein you consume. You see, the abundance of micronutrients found in vegetables and fruit help you manufacture and sustain healthy levels of serotonin and dopamine, and that allows you to break free from the addiction to sugar and bad fats. You’ll feel better in the long run. When you feel good, you’re far less likely to crave brain-shrinking foods. Have you ever found that to be true? I know I have.

It’s pretty simple. This diet focuses on adding the types of foods that the study proving the existence of sugar brain had lots of: high omega-3 sources of fat and protein, vegetables, and whole fruit. It’s also flexible. With a few tweaks, vegans can follow it. It’s already chock-full of produce. You can follow this eating pattern whether you’re vegan, pescatarian, gluten-free, or following a points-based program. Some of the success stories you’ll read are from people who followed the Kediterranean-based Sugar Brain Fix and how it helped them to break through a plateau. You’ll read success stories from people who were already adhering to points-based diets and added the Sugar Brain Fix to lose even more weight. With just a few simple tweaks in 28 days, they lost more fat and gained muscle mass.

The Sugar Brain Fix program helped me change my relationship status with sugar and bad fats. We’re no longer “in a relationship.” The addiction is gone, and the staples of the standard American diet have become once-in-a-while treats. I know that you, too, can put an end to sugar brain. With a bigger brain and a smaller waistline, you’ll look, think, and feel better. Before you know it, it will be time to update your relationship status. You’ll finally figure out how you and sugar can be “just friends.”


HOW THIS BOOK IS SET UP

In Part I, I’ll do a deep dive into how sugar affects your brain chemistry, ultimately shrinking your brain and expanding your waistline. You’ll learn all about sugar brain: where it comes from and what it feels like. You’ll also get a primer on food addiction, willpower, and the gradual detox that makes this program so effective.

In Part II, I’ll uncover the relationship between your emotions and your levels of the brain chemicals serotonin or dopamine, or both. You’ll take quizzes to help you identify where you’re deficient and discover how to manufacture steady levels of these neurotransmitters with a combination of amino acids, vitamins, and minerals—which stops cravings for brain-shrinking foods. You’ll also learn about intermittent fasting and mantras, and how these techniques will support you in the program.

In Part III, I’ll address special situations and behaviors that can lead to or fuel sugar brain: obsessive eating, emotional eating, and binge eating. Read this section if you identify with any of these conditions or think they might be contributing to your relationship with food and your sugar brain.

In Part IV, we’ll heal your sugar brain with the Sugar Brain Fix program. The gradual detox plan I provide will teach you how to fill your plate with foods and activities that grow your brain. You’ll supercharge BDNF growth hormone and shred fat with intermittent fasting and fasted workouts. We’ll keep your serotonin and dopamine levels steady and grow your brain as you slim your waistline. The power of self-hypnosis, cognitive behavioral therapy, and delicious Sugar Brain Fix–approved recipes will help keep you on track.

Exceptions

There are several conditions that the Sugar Brain Fix program is not intended to address, or only with permission or guidance from your health-care professional. Please see Appendix C for more details.

By now, I hope you’re intrigued. Perhaps there’s part of you that’s a bit nervous—especially if you’ve never tried intermittent fasting or, like I did, you really love your soda. Not to worry. The way the program is set up gradually introduces changes into your life. And if you’re like the other people who completed the 28-day Sugar Brain Fix, you’ll say it was a lot easier than you expected.

At this point, the most important thing is your motivation for making these changes. When you connect with your why, the what you need to do becomes exponentially easier. Day by day, you’ll start to notice improvements—in the way you think, feel, and look. You’ll start to see that happy, healthy version of yourself that, in the long run, is far more rewarding than sugar, wouldn’t you agree?
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Chapter 1

THE EVOLUTION OF SUGAR BRAIN

To understand sugar brain, it’s helpful to go back to the very beginning of your life. For just a moment, imagine yourself as an infant. You ate food made from nature’s source of sugar: the fructose, glucose, and sucrose found in fruit. Apples, bananas, and carrots were pureed into a form you could swallow. Along with natural fructose, glucose, and sucrose, you consumed breast milk or formulas with the milk sugar lactose. No matter the form sugar comes in, you’re born with an innate preference for sugar. Humans are hard-wired for it on day 1. On the other hand, your preference for fat doesn’t develop until you’re older.

That innate fondness for sugar is a good thing as an infant. It’s nature’s way of encouraging you to eat energy-rich foods during this period of rapid growth and development. And even before you learn that a pint of ice cream helps to ease the stress of a bad day, you already inherently possess a brain that will feel less pain with sugar. Research shows that infants who get a little sugar water after a shot cry less. Mary Poppins was right: A spoonful of sugar does make the medicine go down.

As an infant, your caretakers decide what and how much you eat. But soon, it becomes apparent that there are some foods you prefer—since you’re born with genetically influenced tendencies for tastes. You have unique taste buds that can perceive the sweetness of sugar and pick up on the bitterness of vegetables, and these are set at different levels based on your genes. You also have a unique brain with genetically influenced tendencies that make you predisposed to seek out foods that feel good to your brain’s unique neurotransmitter footprint.

Let’s look at just one of many examples of genetically influenced tendencies that affect what you eat: your supertaster status. Supertasters have genes that make bitter foods like vegetables taste very pungent, so you’re more likely to avoid them and gravitate toward bland foods like carbs. Nontasters have genes that make bitter vegetables taste mild, so eating healthier foods comes easily. That’s good, since bitter foods tend to be chock-full of antioxidants and prevent obesity. Your taste buds have a profound effect on your health. Supertasters may have an increased risk of cancer if they simply surrender to their initial distaste for vegetables.

It’s not all nature, because nurture plays a role as well. If your caretakers expose you to bitter vegetables regularly—despite your initial distaste for them—you’ll probably eat them regularly. This example demonstrates an important principle: You’re not doomed by your genes. Even if you have genes that predispose you for obesity or for craving certain foods, you can turn those genes off by modifying your environment. The number one way to turn off genes or prevent bad genes from ever getting switched on is by changing what you eat every day.

As an infant, the foods you consume—milk, fruit juice, and pureed fruits—are all filled with sugars. As they get older, some children develop lactose intolerance. All children develop a taste for fat. Perhaps lactose intolerance is Mother Nature’s way of helping you to decrease your consumption of sugars as you reach adulthood. Drinking fruit juice and cow’s milk may be okay for kids, but my philosophy is that they’re primarily children’s drinks. The older you get, the less energy you need. Of course, many adults eat an increasing quantity of food as their metabolism is slowing down with age—a recipe for obesity and a shrunken brain.

A Brief History of Sugar Production in the 18th Century

Now, for a moment, imagine that you were born in the early 1700s, before the era of modern refrigeration. While your mother might not have been spooning liquefied fruit into your mouth, you still had Mother Nature looking out for you. That’s because when foods spoil, they’ll taste rotten. Before refrigeration and printed due dates on foods, you needed to use this poison-avoidance mechanism. Mother Nature doesn’t want you to eat something that will kill you or make you sick.

While Mother Nature doesn’t want you eating sugar all the time, she still wants you to eat some sweet foods to optimize your wellness. Whole fruit is nature’s dessert. Now that you have teeth, you can bite into that apple; you don’t need to drink its juice. There tend to be more vitamins present in fruit as it ripens. So the sweetness that attracts you to whole fruit is there for a purpose. More vitamins mean you won’t die from scurvy; vitamins are needed for long-term development and disease prevention.

Since you’re imagining yourself in the early 1700s, realize that it was also decades before a few developments that changed brains and waistlines around the world. Around this time, sugar was quite expensive because it was made from sugarcane, which could only grow in tropical climates. Thus, sugar was a hard-to-acquire, once-in-a-while treat. Even if you had cravings, it would have been extremely difficult to consume it all the time.

That all began to change in the mid-1700s, when a German chemist discovered that beetroot contained sugar that was indistinguishable from sugarcane. Sugar could now be extracted from beets as well. This meant it didn’t need to be imported from the West Indies. As a result, sugar began to pop up everywhere.

Now, take off your imagination cap and come back to the present. You’re an adult and, of course, you don’t actually live in the 1700s. You live your life in the processed-food-rich 21st century, where food is available 24/7. You don’t even need to get in your car and make it to the drive-through anymore. Just tap on your phone, and someone will bring just about any food you want to your doorstep. Chances are you’re not using Uber Eats or Postmates to have organic vegetables delivered. Instead of being a treat, sugar and bad fats are a round-the-clock part of the American diet.

America’s Modern-Day Sugar Addiction

Market research provider Euromonitor International surveyed sugar consumption around the world. Of all nationalities surveyed, Americans have the biggest sweet tooth of them all—consuming more sugar per person than any other country. The average American consumes a whopping 126 grams of sugar per day—more than twice the recommended daily intake put forth by the World Health Organization.

And yes, it’s sugar that is America’s primary vice and the one that gets us hooked initially. Surprisingly, Euromonitor found Americans’ fat consumption is within healthy guidelines at 65.5 grams per person. While Americans are the number one consumer of sugar, they are not number one in fat consumption. In fact, some countries consume far more fat. For example, the average person in Belgium consumes about 50 percent more fat per day than the average American.

If you had been born in 1700 or prior, your preference for sweet foods kept you healthy since sweet was associated with vitamin-rich. And today’s processed foods can sit on shelves for years or be refrigerated, so your taste buds rarely need to aid you in the detection of rotten foods. The irony is that your sense of taste was designed to keep you alive, but most of today’s sweet foods will end up killing you if they become your go-to.

While you’re harming yourself, you’re also harming the planet. In 2019, the EAT-Lancet Commission released its findings on healthy diets from sustainable food systems. Thirty-seven scientists from 16 different countries with expertise in both health and environmental sustainability weighed in. You’ve probably heard how excess consumption of red meat fuels global warming, but most people aren’t aware that sugar production is also terrible for the planet.

The commission’s recommendation on sugar consumption: It must be cut in half. You see, sugarcane is one of the world’s thirstiest crops. About nine gallons of water are required to produce just one teaspoon of sugar. The increasing demand for sugar has fueled deforestation in parts of the world with the most threatened ecosystems, like Brazil. According to the World Wildlife Fund, 12 countries devote at least a quarter of their land for sugarcane production. To meet the projected demand for sugar by 2050, growers will need to allocate 50 percent more land to this water-hungry crop.

To help our planet, the EAT-Lancet commission also recommended that the consumption of vegetables, fruit, beans, and nuts must double. Good news: The Sugar Brain Fix program is in line with these recommendations. Grow your brain, shrink your waistline, and help our planet? That’s a win-win-win.

Our modern world sure is a different place than it was just a few hundred years ago. Despite the things that have gotten worse, there are still upsides. Unlike the people in the 1700s, you don’t have to worry about dying from smallpox, scarlet fever, or tuberculosis. If you’re like most people today, you worry about obesity, diabetes, heart disease, and cancer as soon as you reach adulthood, whereas brain health is often only a concern for people in their 60s, 70s, and beyond. With the recent discovery of sugar brain, brain health is now something that people of all ages should be concerned about. The standard sugar-and-bad-fat-rich American diet isn’t just making you gain weight or putting you at risk for a heart attack. It’s shrinking your most precious organ: your brain.

The Discovery of Sugar Brain

Sugar brain was discovered in a landmark research study published in 2015 in BMC Medicine. This was the first human study that linked a shrunken brain to eating sugar and bad fats, confirming the same phenomenon previously shown in animal studies. This robust study followed hundreds of people over four years. The subjects underwent two MRIs to assess their brains, one at the beginning of the study and a second one four years later.

The researchers examined all the different types of food their subjects ate over the course of several years. Were they eating sugar and sweets? Or vegetables and fruits? Were the fats they consumed good fats or bad fats—more omega-3-rich grilled fish or more omega-6-rich burgers? And how much of each of these foods did they eat? Since they followed their subjects’ dietary choices for years, they were able to study long-term effects of food on the brain.

The researchers classified foods into two categories: Western foods and healthy foods. Western foods were those that contained sugar in many different forms and bad fats (like soda, chips, bread, and red and processed meat). Thus, the “sugar” came in the form of added sugar, flour, and grains. Healthy foods were antioxidant-rich vegetables and fruits that don’t send blood sugar levels soaring; they also consisted of fat and protein that’s high in omega-3s, such as grilled fish.

After the second MRI, researchers could see if a subject’s brain had stayed big and beautiful over four years or if it had shrunk. They measured a part of the brain that is particularly prone to volume loss: the hippocampus. Then they correlated brain volume with foods the subjects ate. To make sure a shrinking brain wasn’t due to other factors, the researchers accounted for variables like exercise and education.

The five researchers, all affiliated with prestigious universities in Australia, came to a conclusion that made headlines around the world: People who ate lots of sugar and bad fats tended to have shrunken brains—the condition I refer to as sugar brain. The opposite trend was also found: People who ate nutrient-dense foods that don’t send blood sugar soaring, together with omega-3rich sources of fat and protein, tended to have bigger brains.

Mainstream news outlets picked up the published research, and it radically changed the way I thought about food—and what I ate.

While this study looked at associations, cause-and-effect animal studies have demonstrated the way that introducing sugar damages the brain. One study gave one group of baby rats sugar water while others got plain water. The sugar damaged the brain in profound ways.

Another study fed animals sugar and bad fats and then measured BDNF levels. No surprise: Sugar and bad fats made this brain-growing hormone plummet. The good news: Another cause-and-effect study injected rats with BDNF; the growth hormone helped obese rats who were previously fed a Western diet to lose weight.

It’s more proof that while sugar and bad fats shrink your brain and expand your waistline, their effects can be reversed.

Next, we’ll take a deeper dive into sugar and bad fats to fully understand them. They’re a bit complicated, and this is compounded by the fact that food companies disguise them so that you won’t see the words sugar or soybean oil on their ingredients list. To fix sugar brain, it’s important to understand what “sugar” and “bad fats” mean. You’ll learn which ones to avoid and what carbs and fats you can use to replace them.

Sugar

The BMC Medicine sugar brain study found it wasn’t just added white sugar that was linked to a shrunken brain. Flour, potatoes, and grains were brain-shrinking foods as well. Because of the way they spike blood sugar rapidly, all of these foods are essentially sugar at their most basic form. The only carbohydrate sources linked to a bigger brain were vegetables (not including potatoes) and whole fruits.

Because of the way they help grow your brain, no whole fruits are off limits. As I mentioned in the introduction, vegetables are permitted except for all types of potato.

Since corn can be classified as a vegetable or a grain, it falls into many categories. If it’s whole corn or popcorn, it’s permitted. Corn that’s been ground in the form of chips or tortillas is not, since that form of corn has been linked to a shrunken brain. Grains were also linked to a shrunken brain; thus, they are not part of the Sugar Brain Fix program. Grains spike blood sugar and disrupt fat-burning ketosis. That being said, the Sugar Brain Fix program always allows for at least two or more reasonable servings of any food you like by the time you make it to the fourth week of the 28-day program. If you’d like, you can have rice, chips, sugar, or flour—but you’ll begin to limit your servings. Eating these foods occasionally won’t shrink your brain instantly and, as you’ll learn, doesn’t set you up for addiction to these foods.

It’s also important to recognize all the forms sugar comes in since food companies try and trick consumers by calling sugar by different names. Note that artificial sweeteners are not part of the Sugar Brain Fix because of the way they can affect your brain and blood sugar levels via the gut-brain connection. If you’re looking for a sweetener, stevia is permitted on the Sugar Brain Fix program. As for sugar alcohols, a small amount of xylitol is acceptable in things like sugar-free gum. Maltitol can increase blood sugar, so avoid this sugar alcohol.

Philosophically, the Sugar Brain Fix isn’t about replacing foods with low- or no-calorie foods; it’s about filling your diet with healthy foods like vegetables and whole fruits. So the focus is generally to move away from sugar-free candies or diet foods that use sugar alcohols in an effort to grow your brain and shrink your waistline.

Whenever I say the word sugar in this book, here’s what I mean:


	Ace-K or acesulfame-K

	Agave nectar/syrup

	Amaranth

	Aspartame

	Barley

	Barley malt

	Beet sugar

	Blackstrap molasses

	Brown rice syrup

	Brown sugar

	Buckwheat

	Bulgur

	Buttered sugar/buttercream

	Cane juice crystals

	Cane sugar

	Caramel

	Carob syrup

	Castor sugar

	Coconut sugar

	Confectioner’s sugar (aka, powdered sugar)

	Corn syrup

	Corn syrup solids

	Crystalline fructose

	Date sugar

	Demerara sugar

	Dextrin

	Dextrose

	Diastatic malt

	Einkorn

	Equal

	Ethyl maltol

	Evaporated cane juice

	Farro

	Florida crystals

	Flour (all except almond, coconut, teff, and tigernut)

	Fructose

	Fruit juice

	Fruit juice concentrate

	Galactose

	Golden sugar

	Golden syrup

	Glucose

	Glucose syrup solids

	Grape sugar

	Grains

	High-fructose corn syrup (HFCS)

	Honey

	Icing sugar

	Invert sugar

	Kamut

	Kaniwa

	Lactose

	Malt syrup

	Maltodextrin

	Maltose

	Maple syrup

	Millet

	Molasses

	Muscovado sugar

	Oats

	Panela sugar

	Quinoa

	Raw sugar

	Rice (all)

	Rice syrup

	Refiners syrup

	Saccharin

	Sorghum syrup

	Spelt

	Splenda

	Sucralose

	Sucrose

	Sugar (granulated or table)

	Sucanat

	Sunett

	Sweet One

	Sweet’N Low

	Turbinado sugar

	Treacle

	Wheat

	Yellow sugar



Bad Fats

Like sugar, fats are complex. Fats come in different forms: trans, saturated, polyunsaturated, and monounsaturated. The fat in the Sugar Brain Fix diet comes mostly from antioxidant-rich olive oil, which is almost all good monounsaturated fat. It replaces the most prevalent oils in the Western diet, including soybean oil, which has high levels of bad fats: saturated fat and polyunsaturated fat. This one simple swap goes a long way in replacing bad fats with good ones. Due to the type of fat they contain, cold- or expeller-pressed canola, walnut, avocado, macadamia nut, and Malaysian palm fruit oils are also permitted.

The Western diet is filled with trans fats and low-quality saturated fat in the form of conventionally raised animal products and processed foods. The Sugar Brain Fix Kediterranean diet does include small amounts of saturated fat, but these fats differ from those found in the Western diet. Small amounts of virgin coconut oil, grass-fed butter, grass-fed ghee, and MCT oil are permitted, because these fats are higher in medium-chain triglycerides, whereas the saturated fat in the Western diet is filled with long-chain triglycerides. Unlike long-chain triglycerides, medium-chain triglycerides can help you lose weight and lower cholesterol. Additionally, the Sugar Brain Fix diet encourages small amounts of healthy saturated fats to paradoxically decrease your overall intake of saturated fats. For many people, a teaspoon or two of good fats actually helps them to decrease cravings and consumption of a day’s worth of bad fats.

That being said, the Sugar Brain Fix diet tends to be much lower in saturated fats than traditional keto. If you do put a good fat in your morning coffee, use just a teaspoon or two. While fat doesn’t spike blood sugar and insulin as much as carbohydrates, too much fat can interfere with mild ketosis during intermittent fasting—so limit this fat to a very small amount.

The other difference in fat sources is the ratio of anti-inflammatory omega-3s to pro-inflammatory omega-6s. The best source of usable omega-3 in your diet is fish. No surprise: Grilled fish was the one protein/fat source linked to a bigger brain in the BMC Medicine sugar brain study. As part of your 28-day program, you’ll eat one omega-3-rich food daily. Omega-6-rich food was linked to a shrunken brain in the sugar brain study. Thus, you’ll start decreasing the amount of conventionally raised meat, dairy, and eggs in your diet, since they have higher levels of omega-6s and lower omega-3s than those labeled grass-fed, organic, pastured, or free-range. You’ll also limit all processed meats since they were also linked to a shrunken brain. This means all types of processed meat, including all lunch meats.

To recap, you’ll want to avoid the following bad fats:


	Fried foods

	High-omega-6 foods (e.g., all conventionally raised animal products, including dairy and eggs)

	Lunch meat, including all cold cuts and deli meats (e.g., turkey, ham, etc.)

	Margarine

	Processed meat

	Red meat—except those with higher levels of omega-3s like grass-fed, organic varieties

	Saturated fat (except a tablespoon of virgin coconut oil or high-omega-3 saturated fat in organic, grass-fed, free-range animal products)

	Trans fats



What Does Sugar Brain Feel Like?

The first piece of the sugar brain puzzle is answering this question: Why would people be compelled to keep eating foods that shrink their brains? Now that we know this, why can’t we just simply stop? The answer: The immediate serotonin and dopamine release of sugar and bad fats makes you want to keep eating them. You become addicted to foods that shrink your brain.

The addictive pull of sugar and bad fats can be seen in brain scans as they light up your brain’s reward centers. One recent study conducted by researchers in Oregon who specialize in eating pathology compared the way sugar and fat affect the brain. Subjects consumed two different milk shakes: a high-fat one and one with lots of sugar. As they were doing so, their brains were scanned. Sugar was even more effective than fat at lighting up the brain’s rewards centers. No wonder food companies layer sugar into almost everything, including products that already contain bad fats. Many foods most people think of as
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