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INTRODUCTION

When a fruit yogurt contains more sugar than ice cream, and a cereal bar is sweeter than chocolate, you know something’s gone terribly wrong with our diets. Glance at the ingredients list of the food products you buy and you’ll discover that sugar is everywhere. It lurks in everyday foods such as bread, soup, sauces and salad dressings – and it is used in gobsmacking amounts. A Which? analysis of 100 supermarket cereals found that almost two-thirds contained more sugar per recommended serving than a jam doughnut. (And, let’s face it, who sticks to the suggested serving size? Research shows that most of us eat at least twice this amount.)

This book aims to put you back in control of your sugar intake, with as little stress as possible. It’s purposefully slim on chemistry and big on the thing we’re really interested in: the nuts and bolts of how to break a sugar addiction. “Addiction” may sound a little dramatic, but many of us are dependent on sugar to some degree or another, we just don’t know it.

After getting to know why sugar is so bad for us, and how to spot it when it’s hidden in so many foods, you’ll find tips and tricks on breaking the sugar habit, reducing cravings and satisfying your sweet tooth naturally and healthfully. The low-sugar recipes at the end of the book will help make sure your new low-sugar or sugar-free day is still full of delicious meals and snacks to keep you well fed and energized.
 
Don’t worry – you don’t need to do all of this in one go. It’s possible to achieve all of the above in small, easy steps…

 

 

 

THE SMALL-STEPS APPROACH

As a rule, extreme all-or-nothing goals and strict diets are recipes for failure. When it comes to lasting change, the only approach that works is something you can do each day and continue to do for the rest of your life.

In order to get yourself to do something you’ve been avoiding or find overwhelming, try taking a tiny step first – one so miniscule it’s embarrassing! For example: to start exercising regularly, do one push up every day; to stop adding sugar to your cup of tea, remove a few grains from your teaspoon each week.

As ridiculous as it sounds, these tiny steps bypass the part of the brain (the amygdala) that triggers the fight or flight response whenever it senses danger (real or imagined). This allows you to tiptoe past fear and resistance and take one tentative step after another. You don’t need a scientific study to tell you this approach works. Which are you more likely to do: cut out all sugar from this moment on, or buy one less can of fizzy drink a week?

Any behaviour that is repeated frequently lays down new neural pathways in the brain. Day by day, you are building new healthy-eating habits. Before you know it, you’re doing the thing you previously thought you couldn’t (even if it’s something as simple as not adding sugar to your tea). The trick is to choose a first step that is so easy and non-threatening that you cannot fail. If you ever find yourself making excuses, cut back on the size of the step!


 

 

WHAT’S SO BAD ABOUT SUGAR?

We know too much sugar can make us overweight – that’s a given – but it can also make us sick. Increasingly, the signs indicate that sugar, or – more specifically – fructose (table sugar is 50 per cent fructose), is the culprit behind rising levels of obesity worldwide and possibly a host of other illnesses, too, including heart disease and diabetes. This chapter is your crash course in what sugar actually is and why it’s so bad for us.
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You would think that coming up with a definition of sugar would be easy, but just to make things  difficult, there are several types of sugar, and what scientists call “sugar” and what we call “sugar” are two slightly different things:


	What we call sugar (the stuff we put in our food and in our hot drinks) is officially called sucrose.

	When scientists talk about “blood sugar”, they are referring to glucose.



For the average person trying to learn about sugar, this is not spectacularly helpful. (It’s  also something food manufacturers are all too aware of and will exploit if you’re not careful.) Thankfully, you don’t need a PhD in biochemistry to understand sugar; you just need a few basic facts.
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All sugars are carbohydrates. “Carbohydrate” simply means molecules made from carbon, hydrogen and oxygen. There are several different types of sugar: glucose, fructose (“fruit sugar”), sucrose (“table sugar”), lactose (“milk sugar”), galactose (part of lactose) and maltose (“malt sugar”). Don’t worry about remembering all the  names. For the purpose of this book, the sugars we’re really interested in are glucose, fructose and sucrose.


	Glucose is found naturally in plants (fruit, vegetables, beans and grains).

	Fructose is found naturally in fruit, honey and, to a lesser extent, vegetables.

	Sucrose is extracted from sugar cane and sugar beets; it contains 50 per cent glucose and 50 per cent fructose.



 

 

 

While we need glucose in order for our brain and body to function properly, we can get all of our daily glucose needs by eating a balanced diet. Glucose occurs naturally in fruit and vegetables. In addition, a proportion of the protein and fat we consume is changed into glucose once eaten. So, as far as the body is concerned, all natural food provides glucose. Not only is there no physiological requirement for sugars other than glucose in our diet, such sugars are actually toxic, especially in the unprecedented amounts we now eat.
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The World Health Organization (WHO)’s guidelines suggest that cutting the amount of sugar we eat from the current recommended limit of 10 per cent of our total calorie intake per day to 5 per cent would be beneficial. That’s about 25 g, or 6 teaspoons, of sugar per adult per day. This is less than the amount of sugar found in one 50 g chocolate bar or can of fizzy drink.

This limit includes sugars added to food as well as sugars that are naturally present in honey, syrups, fruit juices and fruit concentrate. It does not include the sugars in fresh fruit, vegetables and milk.
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Americans consume 44 teaspoons of extra, non-naturally occurring sugar a day (68 kg, or 150 lb, a year), according to the US Department of Agriculture. Brits each consume more than 13 teaspoons a day on average, with some people consuming up to 46 teaspoons – that’s an average of 411 g of added sugar a week, or nearly one small bag of sugar! Over 50 per cent of people around the world are overweight or obese, and over 400 million people have diabetes.

Soft drinks account for around 30 per cent of children’s sugar intake. In the UK almost one quarter of five-year-olds suffer from tooth decay, and nearly 500 children a week are admitted to hospital with rotten teeth.

 

 

 

It’s not just obviously sweet things that we need to be wary of, though; sugar is hiding in many everyday foods:




	FOOD
	ADDED SUGAR



	Dollop of tomato sauce
	1–2 teaspoons



	Cereal bar
	Up to 8 teaspoons



	Serving of muesli
	Up to 4 teaspoons



	Serving of pasta sauce from a jar
	2 teaspoons



	Cinnamon latte
	6–7 teaspoons



	Serving of berry-flavoured water
	5 teaspoons



	Tin of soup
	3 teaspoons



	Fruit smoothie
	6 teaspoons



	Probiotic drink
	2 teaspoons



	Flavoured yogurt
	4–6 teaspoons



	Falafel wrap
	Up to 2 teaspoons







 

 

 

SIX REASONS TO AVOID SUGAR

We’ve grown up being told that sugar is bad for us because it contains “empty calories” and it’s no friend to teeth. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Evidence is mounting that excessive amounts of sugar wreak havoc on our metabolism and set us up for weight gain and many serious diseases. One sugar in particular seems to be especially bad for us. Fructose, found in table sugar and high fructose corn syrup, behaves in a way that is very different from any other sugar. This is what excessive sugar in our diet does to us…


Note: The following problems are essentially a dosage issue. Small doses of sugar, such as the natural sugar found in fruits, won’t cause the health issues mentioned in this chapter. Large doses consumed over time (as found in a typical Western diet) can be highly toxic.



 

 

 

1. SUGAR MAKES US EAT MORE

Normally, appetite hormones signal to the brain when we’ve had enough to eat, but fructose doesn’t play by the rules. It doesn’t trigger “stop eating” hormones, so it sneaks in undetected. This explains why we can munch our way through a whole pack of sweets or crisps without feeling full.

It gets worse: fructose turns into fat in the body (see point 2), and fat interferes with our appetite control system. Hormones that normally tell us when to stop eating, such as cholecystokinin, insulin and leptin, no longer work as well as they should. Result: we feel hungry and end up eating more of every type of food, not just sugar!

 

 

 

2. SUGAR MAKES US OVERWEIGHT

Fructose is metabolized differently from glucose. Whereas glucose is used to fuel every cell in the body, most of the fructose we eat shoots straight to the liver where it is converted to fat (triglycerides). This fat either stays in the liver, where it can build up and cause non-alcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD), or it gets released into the bloodstream, increasing our risk of obesity, heart disease and stroke.

The worldwide obesity problem has been accelerating in direct proportion to our consumption of sugar. In the UK, one in four children is overweight or obese. In the US, it’s around 30 per cent.

 

 

 

3. SUGAR CAUSES INSULIN RESISTANCE

During digestion, food and drink are broken down into glucose. In response to rising blood sugar levels, the pancreas secretes a hormone called insulin. Insulin acts like a key that unlocks the door into cells, such as muscle cells, so that glucose can be taken on as








	A major US study conducted by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health in 2014 found that people who received more than a quarter of their daily calories through added sugar were almost three times more likely to die of cardiovascular disease than those  who consumed less than a quarter of their calories from sugar.

	In a study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, drinking two or more fizzy or syrup-based drinks each day was linked to a 90 per cent added risk of developing pancreatic cancer.

	Studies show that consuming one sugary soft drink a day can raise your risk of diabetes and heart disease by 20 per cent.









	Anxiety

	Depression

	Aggression

	Hyperactivity

	Impaired thinking

	Diminished attention span

	Problems concentrating

	Impaired memory and learning

	Dementia




















	Fewer (or no) cravings

	A clearer mind

	A more balanced mood

	Weight loss

	Younger-looking skin 

	More restful sleep

	Reduced risk of tooth decay

	Reduced risk of developing health problems, including many chronic diseases
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