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The Scoop on Sugar

Hopelessly hooked on treats,
one woman attempts to rein
in her sweet tooth.

WHEN | WAS GROWING UP, there were
three options for breakfast: a bowl of Cap’n
Crunch cereal, a Pop-Tart, or a glass of Car-
nation Instant Breakfast. At age 8, I became
2 competitive skier, and at 17, made the U.S.
Freestyle Ski Team. Like any teen, I'd scarf
Snickers bars or Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups
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when I needed a power snack. I supersti-

tiously ate Lucky Charms before every event,

calling it my “breakfast of champions.”
Once the ’90s hit and I was an elite-level

athlete, I'd purchase “low-fat” versions

of cookies and other sweets, thinking they

were healthier. Rookie mistake, I found out.

According to Christine Gerbstadst, a physician

and registered dietitian, sugar was added

to these foods by manufacturers to compen-

sate texture-and-taste-wise for the absence

of fat. And it’s not as if eating more sugar and

less fat was going to keep me in shape:

When you eat too much glucose (in carbs)
or fructose (found naturally in fruit and
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used to make ubiquitous high fructose corn
syrup), the body still stores it as fat.

At the very least, I knew I wasn’t alone in
my sugar love. On average, Americans
consume 110 grams of added sugar a day, as
opposed to the 20-gram maximum that
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
recommends for women. Plus, sugar is in-
creasingly lurking in seemingly healthy foods
(sliced whole-wheat bread, for example).
Indeed, the amouﬁt of added sugars in foods
and beverages increased 19 percent between
1970 and 2005, according to the USDA.»
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HEALTHY LIVING sugar

HOW THE BODY METABOLIZES SUGAR

Added sugar can take several forms, but simple table sugar (aka sucrose, which is
half fructose and half glucose) is what likely gets stirred into your coffee. Christine
Gerbstadt, a physician and registered dietitian, explains how it goes down.
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MOUTH
Sugar mixes with saliva,
which contains an enzyme
thatstarts to breakit
down. Sugar also reacts
with bacteria, creating a
harmful acid thatcan
erode tooth enamel, lead-
ing to cavities.

STOMACH
The sugar then travels to
the stomach. After about
15 minutes, it moves to the
small intestine atintervals.
There, it’s processed with
intestinal amylase, a type
of enzyme, and divided

into glucose and fructose.
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BRAIN
Insulin moves glucose into
cells throughout the body,
providing a sugar rush.
After about two hours, insu-
linand blood glucose levels
dip, leaving you hungry and
lethargic. Extra glucose
is partially turned into fat.

BLOOD
The pancreas pumps out
insulin to manage the glu-
cose influx. Glucose
enters the bloodstream
with levels peaking about
30 minutes after you've
eaten. Meanwhile, fructose
heads to the liver.
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I sometimes crave sweets such as cookies
and ice cream so badly, I'll go out at mid-
night to get my fix. I imagine this is how drug
addicts must feel. And I may not be that
far off, considering that bingeing on sugar
elicits a neurochemical response in the
brain similar to that of cocaine and heroin,
a 2008 Princeton study found.

Aside from what’s going on in the brain
(to say nothing of my teeth!), the sweet
stuff can seriously harm my health. Beyond
its association with type 2 diabetes (and
the related metabolic syndrome), excess
sugar consumption has more recently been
linked to increased levels of cholesterol
and other lipids that may increase the risk
for heart disease, a University of California—
Davis study found.

Counterintuitively, a large part of my
sugar problem is that I am not overweight.
I retired from skiing 10 years ago, but I still
work out regularly and, for good or for bad,
can eat whatever I want. And what I want
(still!) is Cap’n Crunch. But just because I
look thin doesn’t mean I feel healthy: My
muscles cramp, my brain feels foggy, and
I'm tired all the time. (Oh, and you know
the witch’s scraggly old broom in the Wizard
of Oz? That’s what my ponytail looks like).

I was concerned enough to go to the doctor
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to rule out anemia or a thyroid imbalance

or anything else that could explain why, o NEWS FLASH o

AMERICANS CONSUME

110 |

when given two minutes of peace, I can nod
off into a baby’s peaceful slumber.
When all the medical tests came back
clear, I decided to examine my diet.
“Sugar is a quick energy source,” Ashley

Koff, a registered dietitian in Los Angeles, GRAMS OF &
. 5 . SUGAR A DAY.

explained to me. “It speeds cells up, but in A

excess can cause us to burn out faster.” SECOMMENDS 20. 2

Moreover, all the sugar in my diet could be

tampering with my overall immunity: s e deo s
“When we overconsume sugar, the environ-
ment in our intestines becomes more acidic,

making it more hospitable to bad bacteria,”

Koff said. This means more sick days for me.

surprising sources
of sugar

Even foods that aren’t sweet can

be loaded with sugar. Here are the
amounts per serving in a few common
offenders. (Reference point: A tea-
spoon of sugar is about 5 grams.)

BARBECUE SAUCE 4tol7 grams
ENERGY BAR 13to21grams

NONFAT FRUIT YOGURT
8to27 grams

KIDS’ CEREAL 10to13 grams
PASTA SAUCE 4tol15grams

FLAVORED INSTANT
OATMEAL 9tol2grams

REGULAR SODA 27to46 grams
BOTTLED TEA 9to23grams

Obviously, giving up or cutting back on
sugar isn’t quite as easy as just reaching
for the blue packet instead of the white one.
All carbohydrates have some kind of
sugar, be it glucose from grains, fructose
from fruit, or lactose from milk. As much
as protein-and-fat-rich Atkins-style diets
have their devotees, nutritionists rarely
recommend them. “The new awareness
around sugar isn’t meant to scare people
away from natural sugars found in fruits,
vegetables, dairy products, and whole
grains—we need to eat those foods for nu-

trients and fiber,” says Joy Dubost, a







