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In recent years, sugar has become ubiquitous in our culture to the point where it’s practically inescapable. Of course, it’s in the candy, cookies, cakes, pudding, donuts, and ice cream where we expect to see it. But these days, the sweet stuff is also showing up in foods where it really doesn’t belong—including crackers, chips, pasta sauces, potato salads, breads, salad dressings, and soups—and as unsuspecting consumers, we have no idea it’s there. For food manufacturers, money talks and sugar sells. Adding sugar to packaged foods makes them more appealing (and arguably addictive—but we’ll get to that later) and hence makes us more likely to buy them. As a result, the food industry has essentially hijacked our taste buds, and we’re craving the sweet stuff 24/7. It’s a dangerous cycle: The more we crave, the more we eat, and the more we eat, the more we crave.

Anne Alexander experienced this reality firsthand shortly after she moved back to the States after spending a decade abroad. Immediately, she found her taste buds had been corrupted and her hunger had been sent into overdrive by added sugar, and she decided to figure out why. Anne’s groundbreaking 2013 book, The Sugar Smart Diet, was the culmination of years of personal dietary detective work.

Anne was the editorial director of Prevention at the time, which is when I got to know her while working as a contributing editor. Anne has long been a trailblazer as a writer and editor, helping women take steps to enhance their health and their family’s health: Every aspect of her work is marked by her trademark intelligence, common sense, and real-world wisdom, qualities she brings to her remarkable, engaging books. These pages truly come to life, however, because Anne is personally invested in this subject, thanks to her own (now reformed) sweet tooth.

As she uncovered in her research, Americans are OD’ing on sugar, often without realizing it, and that’s a problem for our health and our waistlines. As Anne points out, the average American consumes 22 teaspoons of sugar per day (352 calories’ worth!), triple the recommended limit of added sugars for a healthy diet. Excess sugar and processed foods contribute to hormonal imbalances (especially detrimental shifts in appetite-regulating hormones) and chronic, low-grade inflammation. These conditions are at the root of the most prevalent health problems in our society today—from obesity and type 2 diabetes to fatty liver disease, heart disease, and Alzheimer’s disease.

In my medical practice, on a daily basis I see patients who are struggling with how to deal with sugar cravings as they try to improve their diets. Some can’t give up the sugar they know they’re eating—dessert and sweet treats are unbreakable habits for them—so not surprisingly, weight loss is an endlessly frustrating challenge. Meanwhile, others assume they don’t consume sugar because they don’t eat sweets, yet they’re unaware that stealth sugars in processed foods are undoing their well-intentioned weight-loss efforts and propelling them toward myriad health problems. That’s why Sugar Smart Express speaks to all of us.

Sugar Smart Express provides a comprehensive look at how our food supply became sugarized over the last 40 years, a trend that’s linked directly with the obesity epidemic—as you may know, nearly two-thirds of the US population is either overweight or obese, and that number is on the rise. As Anne points out, we’re physiologically programmed to like sugar, thanks to our neurologic responses to sweet tastes and the emotional pleasure we derive from consuming them. The trouble is, it’s easy for this feel-good programming to spiral out of control because sugar in its many incarnations (sugars, fruit juice concentrates, syrups, honey, molasses, and anything ending in –ose, in packaged foods) stimulates our appetite. Plus, eating sugar boosts our mental and physical cravings for more, a phenomenon that researchers have called “sugar addiction”—with some even claiming that the sweet stuff is more habit-forming than cocaine.

That’s where Sugar Smart Express comes in: In recent years, much has been written about why sugar is bad for us and how prevalent it is in our food supply. This book offers a clear path for what to do with these unfortunate realities. It provides a plan that’s designed to help us retrain our taste buds to become more sensitive to sugar so that we crave less of it. Rather than advising a rigid method of eliminating sugar entirely, Anne offers a refreshingly balanced approach to becoming conscious of where it lurks in our diets and reducing our intake in manageable phases. Her goal is to help us reclaim control over the sugar we consume instead of letting stealth sources of sugar control our eating habits, our weight, our health, our moods, and more. It’s about finding the sweet spot where we can consume sugar consciously, selectively, and in moderation but still maintain intentional control over how much of it we eat.

Anne’s take-charge plan provides helpful strategies for how to fuel up with a high-protein breakfast (which helps curb cravings) and how to use herbs, spices, vinegars, and other ingredients to pump up the flavor of our meals without adding sugar. Her “Express Kitchen Cleanup” advice is doable and effective—as I often tell my patients, “If it’s not there, you can’t eat it!” I also love Anne’s idea of creating a personal Rewards Card, a go-to cheat sheet with satisfying 20-minute pleasures you can indulge in rather than grabbing a sugary treat. This is something we should all be doing as part of good self-care, regardless of whether or not we have a demanding sweet tooth. Her shopping tips, lists of tasty ingredients to keep in the fridge and pantry, and timesaving shortcuts to help us prepare healthy meals quickly are practical and easy. Throughout the book, you’ll find dozens of tempting recipes for meals and snacks.

Given our current environment, this book should be required reading for everyone who wants to lose weight, improve their health, and curb their sugar intake. Don’t be surprised if you find yourself dog-earing, highlighting, or otherwise marking up the text, because these pages offer incredibly valuable strategies for reclaiming control of your eating habits and your health. As Anne writes, “It’s amazing how stripping the excess sugar from your diet sweetens your life.” This is true not only because doing so improves health but also because it makes sugar special again, returning it to the realm of treats where it was meant to be. That’s a very sweet reality, indeed.

Holly Phillips, MD

Medical Contributor, CBS News

Author of The Exhaustion Breakthrough
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Get Ready for the Sweet Life!

When I was a kid, sugar was a treat. It was dessert on Friday or Saturday nights—a piece of pie or a dish of ice cream. A Russell Stover chocolate bunny and a few Peeps on Easter morning. A single glass of Coke on Super Bowl Sunday, when my parents purchased one bottle, and my brothers and I got to savor that rare flavor rush. Back in the day, sugar had its time (a special occasion) and its place (on the kitchen table, in a little bowl).

Little did I know that, over the next 40 years, sugar would creep into almost every processed food on the grocery store shelf. Like most everyone else, I didn’t notice this sugary invasion until I stumbled upon it with the eyes of an outsider.

Here’s how my “awakening” went down. About 15 years ago, when I was an editor-in-chief at Rodale, my family and I had the chance to move first to London and, later, Eastern Europe. As the mother of three small children, I made healthy eating a priority, and it was a no-brainer in Warsaw. Fresh food markets were everywhere, and processed foods were hard to find. We ate according to the seasons and lived on real, whole food—grilled meats, fruits and locally grown veggies, thick yogurt, dense loaves of bread flecked with chunks of whole wheat and rye kernels. Ah, the bread—so chewy and filling that one slice satisfied both belly and soul.

That didn’t mean we didn’t love our sweets, though. On Sundays, we strolled through one of Warsaw’s beautiful parks, savoring lody—a golf ball-size scoop of ice cream atop a waffle cone. We treasured our Sunday lody the same way I treasured, as a child, my sweet weekend treat.

Prompted by my desire to raise my children in America, we moved back to the States. On my first trip to the supermarket, I filled my cart with healthy choices, including whole grain cereal, whole wheat bread, and low-fat yogurt. Nothing new there—these were staples of our Eastern European diet.

What was new: my appetite. I was starving. 24/7.

In the first weeks after our arrival, we lived in a temporary apartment about 45 minutes from my kids’ new school. Each morning, we shared a healthy breakfast—whole wheat toast, fruit, bran cereal or yogurt—then piled into the car. But by the time we arrived at their school, I could barely focus on kissing my kids goodbye for the day, so rumbly was my tummy. My hunger was astonishing, off the charts. I was eating my Warsaw-style breakfast every morning—what was going on?

One day, exasperated by my gnawing hunger, I drove straight back to our apartment and read the nutrition labels on my “healthy” cereal, bread, and yogurt. Every item listed sugar or high-fructose corn syrup as the second or third ingredient. I went through all of my cabinets, stocked with what I thought were healthy foods, and, damn it, sugar was everywhere: in the canned soups and chili; in the jarred pasta sauce; in the packaged noodle and rice dinners. Sugar even showed up in the whole wheat crackers we munched during the car ride home after school.

What? Having been out of the States for a decade, returning once a year for family visits, I was, in some sense, a newbie to the American diet, looking at it with fresh eyes. And the American diet ticked me off. What the hell was all of this sugar doing in my food? How was it affecting my kids’ health? And how could I stop this secret glut of sugar from invading their unsuspecting little bodies?

That lightbulb moment—followed by many others—led me to conceive and write The Sugar Smart Diet. Published in 2013, it became a blockbuster—the revolutionary result of asking one simple question: How can we free ourselves from sugar overload and reclaim its pleasures without wrecking our health?

The answer lies in achieving what I call sugar freedom—breaking the powerful hold that sugar has on both body and mind. Gain sugar freedom, and yes, you’ll lose weight and belly fat. But the benefits go even deeper. As the weight melts away, mood brightens, mind clears, and energy soars. This plan has helped countless people just like you to discover, and live, the sweet life. If they can do it, so can you. And now, you can do it even faster.

GOODBYE SUGAR SLAVERY, HELLO SWEET FREEDOM

The Sugar Smart Diet debuted as a New York Times bestseller. That was cool, to be sure. But more important to me was that the plan was changing lives. More gratifying still, I got to see those changes right before my eyes. For example, one test panelist, Robyn, lost 15 pounds and 16.5 inches on the original 32-day plan, kept going, and lost 75 more pounds! Before she got sugar smart, Robyn used a CPAP machine at night and took several prescription medications a day to treat her weight-related problems. Today? No more CPAP, and just one medication a day. (Robyn’s a double winner. She road-tested this plan as well and lost nearly 12 more pounds and 13.5 more inches!)

“Now, I can feel hungry but not panicked,” she says. “I have absolutely NO cravings! Food tastes so much better. I feel satisfied and full after my meals. Sugar is a drug to me, altering my perceptions about food, causing uncontrollable cravings. Without sugar, I am in control, satiated and content. I feel like I have finally unlocked the key to my success.”

Sugar Smart Express shrinks the first plan to just 21 days. Why? Because the sweet life has so many perks, weight loss being just one, that I thought you’d want to start living it as soon as possible. When you understand what the sweet life entails, I think you’ll want in.

When you live la vida dulce, you never deny yourself the pleasure of sugar. You can have chocolate. Cheesecake. Chocolate cheesecake! But you’ve learned not to let sugar run your show. You decide when, where, and how to indulge. Not your cravings. Not the doughnuts in the break room. Not the food industry. You. And while you respect sugar’s power and allure, it’s just one pleasure in the banquet of life.

After decades of cravings and sugar binges, I renegotiated my relationship with sugar, and today, I live the sweet life. And get this—I savor dark chocolate almost every day and devote a cabinet above my refrigerator to sugary goodies. I enjoy sugar, yet I’m free. You can be, too.

The core of sugar freedom? Making smart, informed choices. This streamlined plan gives you the knowledge you need to make those choices. You’ll learn more than you ever dreamed about sugar—what forms it takes, which kinds are healthiest, and how to satisfy your natural desire for it in ways that empower you. The plan also offers you a framework for building a life of joy and satisfaction, so that you can right-size sugar’s place in your diet and savor it in the ways that give you the most pleasure. The best part is, you can achieve all this in just 3 weeks’ time. Skeptical? Look at the before-and-after photos in every chapter.

But before we get to the actual plan, let me tell you how it came to be.

THE DARK SIDE OF SUGAR

In 2013, I returned to Rodale to become the editorial director of Prevention, the top health magazine in the country. With a job like this, you read a lot of medical journals and health books and talk to a lot of experts to stay on top of hot-button public health issues. Fresh off my lightbulb moment, coming back to Prevention felt like fate. I set my sights on added sugars and found study after disturbing study about their impact on health.

As part of my investigation, I met with Robert Lustig, MD, of the University of California, San Francisco, whose explosive YouTube video, Sugar: The Bitter Truth, first sounded the alarm about added sugars and health. I’d read an early copy of his game-changing book, Fat Chance, and found his conclusions jaw-dropping. Talking with him about how the food industry had sugarjacked America’s food choices compelled me to dig even deeper into the research. From the American Heart Association and the Centers for Disease Control to the Harvard School of Public Health, scientists are reaching consensus: The huge amount of sugar we consume, often unknowingly, is a public health crisis that can lead to obesity, type 2 diabetes, and heart disease.

Specifically, research implicates fructose, a simple sugar found naturally in fruit that’s also present in refined sugars. At one time, most of the fructose in our diets came from natural foods like honey and fruit. The healthy fiber in fruit slows our bodies’ absorption of fructose and acts as a natural brake on our intake of this sugar. (Can you eat 10 apples in one sitting?) But now fructose, in the form of high-fructose corn syrup, is ubiquitous in our diets. Why? As high-fructose corn syrup became cheaper to make, food manufacturers began to add it to everything—not just soda, but jarred sauces, canned soups, crackers, and prepared foods.

Even if you rarely eat sweets or drink soda, you’re likely paying the price. Added sugars have seeped into virtually every food in a bottle, jar, box, or bag—and “whole grain” breakfast cereals and “100 percent whole wheat” breads aren’t the solution. Yes, these foods contain whole wheat or whole grains. But they’re highly processed whole wheat or whole grains. And during processing, their fiber—the stuff that slows digestion—is pulverized. What was healthy, digestion-slowing roughage is ground into powder, puffed, or flaked. As far as your body is concerned, highly refined whole grain crackers or fluffy whole wheat bread isn’t much more nutritious than a Pop-Tart. (Of course, portion sizes matter, too.)

To add insult to injury, added sugars seem to supercharge our appetites. In a study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association, researchers looked at brain-imaging scans after people consumed fructose or another simple sugar called glucose. Fructose altered bloodflow in areas of the brain that stimulate appetite, the study found; glucose did not. What this means is that eating refined sugars may trigger cravings for more of the stuff that thickens our waists and threatens our health! No wonder I had such intense cravings when I moved back to the States. My brain was being flooded by the sudden surge of refined sugar.

SUGAR FREEDOM, HERE WE COME!

As I pored over the research, sugar became an obsession. At the supermarket, I’d pick up items at random, read their Nutrition Facts labels, and gasp out loud. Seriously? Thirty-three grams of sugar in a cup of yogurt? Twenty-five grams in a frozen entrée? Ten grams in those kid-friendly tubes of yogurt? That’s 2½ teaspoons of sugar, in one 2-ounce tube! I used to feel good about tucking them into my kids’ lunch boxes! Oh, I was fuming.

Deep in my sugar-outrage stage, I unthinkingly bought potato salad from the deli section of my supermarket for a party. I opened the lid, sampled a forkful, and—geez! Even my kids, who love their cookies and ice cream, thought it was sickeningly sweet. What is sugar doing in potato salad?

There’s this feeling I get when I know I have to write a book. That no-turning-back moment was sealed after I met with my longtime colleague and Prevention advisor Andrew Weil, MD. I asked him what one change he would recommend to Prevention readers that could dramatically reduce their risk of chronic disease.

“Cut out sugar-sweetened drinks,” he replied.

I nodded my agreement. I’d read the studies linking sweetened drinks with obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. But then I thought, What about people who don’t drink sugary drinks—who think they’re eating healthy? What can they do to break free from the insane amounts of sugar in processed food?

I decided to devise a plan that would break sugar’s powerful grip on our bodies and minds and put us back in charge of our weight and health. I didn’t want to demonize sugar. (You’ll have to pry my peanut-butter ice cream from my cold, dead hands!) I wanted to reclaim it. I envisioned a plan that would steer our inborn desire for sugar back to healthy, natural sources of sweetness and teach us how to savor sugar when and how we consciously chose to, rather than cave into out-of-control cravings.

Fired up, I welcomed the challenge. I felt like Mel Gibson in Braveheart: They can spike our potato salad with high-fructose corn syrup, but they can’t take our sugar freedom!

THEY CAME, THEY ATE, THEY LOST WEIGHT

One of the best things about the Sugar Smart diet is that it’s been road-tested—twice. In the original plan, our test panel dropped up to 16 pounds and 16 inches in 32 days. On this express version, our panel lost an average of 7 pounds and 7 inches in 21 days, with some panelists losing up to 15 pounds and 14 inches. Sweet success!

Of course, the primary reason for this success is replacing processed fare with whole foods, which automatically limits added sugars. But I think a huge, secondary one is because the food is so unbelievably good. I insisted that this meal plan be just as tasty as the original. My crack team of registered dietitians delivered, with our panelists giving the thumbs-up or thumbs-down.

When I renegotiated my relationship with sugar, I learned that there’s a huge difference between both flavor and sweetness, and between natural and artificial sweetness. Our panelists—both sets—learned that, and you will, too. Once the plan “reboots” your taste buds, you’ll detect the natural sweetness in whole foods, from crunchy broccoli to thick, delicious plain yogurt. When chocolate reappears on the menu, you’ll be in sugar heaven. (Yes, you get chocolate on this plan!)

The effectiveness of the Sugar Smart Diet—including this streamlined version—lies in its unique, three-pronged approach to sugar.

It addresses your body’s physiological “pull” toward sugar as well as the powerful emotional connection that many people experience. Built around nutritious whole foods, our meals and snacks short-circuit cravings—and satisfy hunger and our inborn desire for sweetness—by bringing levels of hormones that drive hunger, fullness, and cravings into harmony. (Before the sugarjacking of our food supply, they harmonized a lot better.)

If you tend to soothe stress or negative emotions with food, the emotional coping strategies in every chapter will give you positive alternatives to “cookie therapy.” Unlike a fistful of Chips Ahoy!—a temporary fix, at best—these techniques offer the lasting comfort, calm, and sense of control you seek.

I can vouch for this. In college, stressed by exams and looking to fuel all-night study sessions, I turned to doughnuts and Snickers bars for quick energy. It took me a while, but eventually I noticed that these sugar rushes were quickly followed by sugar binges. Fortunately, I learned to recognize when sugar cravings are building, and how to short-circuit a potential sugar binge. You will, too.

It reduces intake of added sugars automatically and deliciously. Our plan slashes the Straight-Up Sugars in sweets and sodas as well as the Secret Sugars that lurk in foods you’d never think of. But you’re not likely to miss them for long—the all-new menu is just as fabulous as the original. Linda, who lost 15 pounds on the Express Plan, says the Strawberry No-Bake Cheesecake Parfait is “simple and delicious.” Alison, who lost 11 pounds, pronounces the California Roast Beef Pita Sandwich “quick and delicious.” (Quick, simple, delicious—definitely words you want to hear when you’re following a weight-loss plan.)

It sets its sights on Sugar Mimics. I’ve already mentioned the pitfalls of refined carbs and highly processed whole grain products. On this plan, you’ll dramatically reduce your intake of both, swapping them for healthier alternatives that taste just as good.

In short, you’ll reap benefits sweeter than a handful of gummy bears. By cutting added sugars and adding pleasure to every day, the Express Plan will help you:

• Crush cravings for sugar and carbs

• Lose weight

• Flatten a sugar belly

• Flip the switch from tired out to fired up

• Cut your risk of diabetes, heart disease, and other chronic diseases

• Enjoy sugary treats when you choose to, not because you need to

The cherry on top? Personal advice and tips from Prevention advisors, including Dr. Andrew Weil, Dr. Arthur Agatston, and Dr. David Katz, along with pros like Dr. Pamela Peeke and Ashley Koff, RD. It’s comforting to know that even the experts struggle with sugar cravings—and even better when they tell you how to shut ’em down.

THE PERKS AND PROMISES OF THE SWEET LIFE

One of my heroes is Mohandas Gandhi, whose nonviolent approach to tyranny inspired a nation and changed the world. Something he said has always inspired me: “Happiness is when what you think, what you say, and what you do are in harmony.” We can take a similar approach to changing our relationship with sugar. Specifically, we can align our new knowledge about sugar with making conscious choices to consume it in a way that makes us happy.

When you gain new information, as you will in these pages, you have your own lightbulb moment. The negative chatter in your head that stops you from giving your diet, health, and life the care they deserve is silenced. A new, empowering inner voice emerges. And when that happens, you begin to treat your body and your soul with the same nurturing care that you lavish on those you love. It’s pretty simple: When you know better, you do better and feel better—about everything in your life, not just your diet.

We’ve all swan-dived into sugar to cool stress or hide from feelings or situations we’d rather not deal with. But on this plan, the only good reason to eat sugar is a positive one—to gift our tongues and (as you’ll learn) our brains with its pleasures. Stick to that one reason, and sugar returns to its proper place in your diet: as a treat to be savored with eyes-closed bliss.

It’s amazing how stripping the excess sugar from your diet sweetens your life. On this plan, you’ll ask yourself questions like, How can I nurture myself right now? Do I “need” this chocolate, or is a hug, a long walk, or a shoulder to cry on what I’m craving? What did I do today just for fun? What choices can I make today that will empower and revitalize me?

One of the best things about the plan (besides the weight loss, of course) is that it makes sugar special again. After periods of eating it mindlessly, not really tasting those doughnuts and candy bars, I came full circle to my experience of sugar as a kid: It’s a treat again. But so is stargazing on a summer night, or getting on a toboggan with your kids for the first time in years, or choosing to spend a rare free hour getting a pedicure rather than paying bills online because pretty toes make you feel good.

My point: In this food-centric society, we rarely deprive ourselves of food. It’s plentiful, quick, and often cheap. It’s the other, more deeply satisfying pleasures that we cut out because we are too busy. I think we have it backward. This plan will change your weight, no question. The proof is in those before-and-after photos. But if you let it, it might also change your life.

We’ll talk more about the perks of putting yourself first later in the book. Before I do that, I want to tell you about the “sugarizing” of our food supply for the past 40 years. You may be shocked or even angry. But at long last, you’ll learn the truth about the rising tide of added sugars in our diet—implicated in obesity and chronic disease—and get a glimpse of the solution that will lead you to the sweet life.
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The Sugarjacking of America

Centuries ago, sugar—the real deal, straight from the cane—was as rare and precious as gold. Today, we live in a Willy Wonka wonderland. Gummy bears! Doughnuts! Sweet tea! Chocolate! What’s a birthday without cake? A holiday minus the cookies? A summer night sans ice cream? At the banquet of life, sweets rule supreme. Anytime we celebrate family, tradition, life’s transitions—life itself—there’s sugar, smack in the middle of all that love and joy and good cheer.

But there’s a catch. The more sugar we eat, the more we want. And the fatter and sicker we get as a nation.

Another day, another study that suggests a link between diets high in added sugar and increased risk of diseases of civilization. Obesity. Type 2 diabetes. Cardiovascular disease. Cancer. Meanwhile, too many Americans feel chained to their desire for sugar or don’t even realize they’re bound. Their shackles: extra pounds.

We Americans are big on taking personal responsibility for our health. We take our vitamins, eat our veggies, suck it up and get our mammograms and prostate exams. While it’s true that we love our sweets, our sugary dilemma is not entirely of our own making.

In the past 40 years, ever-increasing amounts of sugar have invaded the American diet. We consume far more than we realize, in foods we never suspect. Each year, assuming you’re on par with the average American, you swallow 78 pounds of added sugars—that is, sugar that’s an ingredient in food rather than sugar that’s naturally occurring in food. That 78 pounds equates to almost sixteen 5-pound bags! Manufacturers may add processed sugars (such as cane sugar or high-fructose corn syrup, or HFCS), natural sugars (such as fructose), or both to all sorts of common foods.

The food industry has dealt us a double whammy. First, it’s hijacked our natural, inborn attraction to sugar—give most of us a choice between an apple and a doughnut, and there’s typically no contest. Second, food manufacturers have sugarjacked the food supply, adding sweeteners to virtually every processed edible. It’s one thing to know you’re eating sugary treats. It’s quite another to discover that staples like bread, deli meats, and canned soups are laced with the stuff.

Added sugars aren’t the only issue. We’re also drowning in refined carbohydrates. Refined carbs typically contain both the processed sugars listed above and white flour and/or processed whole grains, which break down and are digested as rapidly as sugar. In other words, these “junk carbs” behave like sugar in your body. (More about refined carbs in Chapter 2.)

As you may suspect by now, there’s a dark side to Wonkaville. But there’s light at the end of the tunnel. You’re about to acquire sugar smarts—the knowledge you need to outwit the food industry’s tricks and enjoy your favorite sugary indulgences in a healthy, balanced way. Gaining sugar smarts pays off big, and more quickly than you might think. By the end of the Sugar Smart Express Plan, you’ll be slimmer, more energized, and fueled to be your best self, body and soul. But before we go there, let me explain how we arrived at this sugar-drenched state of affairs.

ANATOMY OF A SUGARJACKING

In 1978, while I was feathering my hair like Jaclyn Smith in Charlie’s Angels, 13 percent of men and 17 percent of women were obese (meaning they had a BMI greater than 30).

By the late 1980s, those rates had risen to 18 and 25 percent, respectively.

In 2001, Americans first heard the phrase “obesity epidemic.”

By 2003, a shocking 32 percent of men and 35 percent of women were obese.

Whoa. In 25 years, obesity rates in America more than doubled. Rates of type 2 diabetes and metabolic syndrome—both associated with obesity—had skyrocketed, too (see here).

What happened? Obesity is complicated. You can’t point a finger at any one cause. But it’s worth noting that two significant changes in the American diet occurred during that 25-year period.

The first change: the rise of the low-fat diet. In 1977, 3 years before the introduction of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, a Senate report recommended that we reduce our intake of dietary fat. We listened, drastically cutting back on even those fats that current research shows are healthy.

In response to our fat phobia, the food industry swung into action, rolling out fat-free everything—chips, ice cream, granola bars, muffins. SnackWell’s cookies were born, with just as many empty calories but zero fat. (Of course I bought them. I could eat cookies? And not get fat? Ah, the wonders of science!) Even manufacturers of cereals, bagels, and pasta—which are naturally low in fat—slapped “naturally fat-free” on their labels. By the mid-1990s, SnackWell’s Madness was in full swing. The number of new reduced- or low-fat products rose steeply, reaching 2,076 in 1996 before sinking to 481 in 1999.

These products may have contained little or no fat, but many did contain sugar. Lots of it. (And those that didn’t contain sugar were comprised primarily of white flour.)

And that was the second major dietary change: HFCS became the nation’s primary caloric sweetener. Between 1970 and 1990, its use skyrocketed 1,000 percent. (That’s no typo. One thousand percent.)

By the end of the 1980s, HFCS had replaced cane sugar in sodas; food manufacturers followed suit soon after. That’s why the earliest research on the potential link between obesity and HFCS focused on soft drink consumption.

SnackWell’s Madness hit the ash can of fad-diet history a long time ago. We’ve made peace with heart-healthy fats like olive oil, nuts and seeds, and avocado. But the added sugars that gave low-fat and fat-free foods their appeal remain in virtually all processed foods, and our consumption of added sugars, particularly fructose, has doubled in the past 30 years.


The Top Three Reasons We Snarf So Much Sugar

Well, yes, it tastes divine—no argument there
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