
 
Sugar 101  

 

Did you know that we evolved to have a sweet tooth? Our hunter-gatherer 

ancestors needed the extra energy for their fat storage to make sure they could 

survive when they did not have access to as much food. Sugar was rare back then, 

and ancient humans only had access to food as sweet as a carrot or honey, if they 

came across it. Today, we still crave sugar like our ancestors, but it is far more 

plentiful than it used to be, which has made it very dangerous for our health.1 

 

Scientists also suggest that kids crave sugar more than adults, since they are still 

growing. When we think about our hunter-gatherer ancestors again, this makes 

sense because the children who ate more calories and sweet foods were more 

likely to survive. However, since these foods are so widespread now, kids are at a 

risk of obesity, diabetes, and other diseases from overindulgence of these 

unhealthy foods.2 

 

Not only is sugar everywhere, but it is also addicting. Do you ever notice that when 

you eat sweet foods you just want more and more? That is because when you eat 

sugar, it releases a chemical in your brain that allows you to experience reward and 

pleasure, feelings that encourages you to eat more.3 

 

You are up against a lot: evolutionary traits that make you crave sugar, the 

constant advertisements from food companies that want you to try their sugary 

products, and foods labeled as "healthy" and "low-fat" that are really just full of 

sugar to make them taste better. This may make you feel out of control and 

helpless. So what can you do? 

 

 

1) Start reading labels. The more ingredients a food has, the more likely sugar will 

be one of those ingredients. Beware of other names for sugar, such as: corn syrup, 

high fructose corn syrup, evaporated cane juice, fructose sweetener, brown rice 

syrup, honey, malt syrup, maple syrup, molasses, raw sugar, and crystal dextrose, 

among others. For the full list, visit: 

http://clinton.k12.wi.us/documents/sugar_names.pdf 

A general rule of thumb is that if you cannot pronounce an ingredient, or your 

grandparents do not recognize the name, you probably should not eat it.4 

 

 

                                                
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/06/opinion/evolutions-sweet-tooth.html?_r=0 
2 http://www.npr.org/blogs/thesalt/2014/03/19/291406696/why-a-sweet-tooth-may-have-been-an-evolutionary-
advantage-for-kids 
3 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2235907/ 
4 http://www.webmd.com/food-recipes/news/20090323/7-rules-for-eating 



2) Designate a treat day. Is it hard to give up ice cream? That's okay; it can be 

your occasional treat. Try something like "Treat Tuesday," or have a designated 

treat day on the weekend and have your family get involved! For the rest of the 

week, enjoy fresh or dried fruit, yogurt, or some granola sweetened with a hint of 

honey for dessert. Also, try this delicious one ingredient banana ice cream! 

http://www.thekitchn.com/how-to-make-creamy-ice-cream-with-just-one-ingredient-

cooking-lessons-from-the-kitchn-93414 

 

 

3) Eliminate easy sources of sugar.  

o If you find it hard to give up your nightly treat, try eliminating sugar at other 

meals. Cereals and granolas, even many whole grain options, are loaded 

with sugar. Try buying plain oats for oatmeal (you can even cook them in the 

microwave: http://wholesomemommy.com/real-food-fast-oatmeal-in-the-

microwave-from-rolled-oats-not-quick-or-instant-oats/). Add fruit to sweeten, 

or start with honey and decrease the amount you use over time.  

o You can also buy puffed rice, corn, or another grain and mix it with raisins 

and anything else you like for a yummy cereal. (For example: 

http://www.walmart.com/ip/WHOLE-BROWN-RICE/10849165).  

o Also, check your other meals and snacks throughout the day to make sure 

you are not consuming extra sugar. Tip: check your bread, crackers, granola 

bars, dressings or dips, peanut butter, jams and jellies, and drinks to make 

sure they do not have added sugar.  

 

 

4) Avoid sugary drinks  

o Including soda, fruit & sport drinks, energy drinks, fruit juice, sweetened 

teas, chocolate milk, and others. These drinks are loaded with sugar and 

often the bottles they come in are small and easy to finish yet have multiple 

servings. 

o The only thing you need to quench your thirst is water.  

o If you play sports, you really don't need electrolytes unless you are 

vigorously exercising for more than an hour. You can replenish your 

electrolytes with trail mix, such as salted peanuts and raisins, or coconut 

water. You can also make your own healthier sport drink at home: 

http://www.mnn.com/food/healthy-eating/blogs/a-simple-homemade-

electrolyte-drink 

o If you are sick and need to replenish your electrolytes, chicken noodle soup 

is a great option! 

 

 

 

 

 



5) Stay away from 'diet' drinks and artificial sweeteners5 

o The long-term risks of artificial sweeteners are unknown. 

o These sweeteners are much sweeter than regular sugar and may make less 

sweet foods, such as fruit and vegetables, seem unappetizing. 

o There are studies that show that artificial sweeteners lead people to actually 

crave more sweets.  

 

It is a challenge, but with these steps it will become a little easier. Soon, you will 

feel more satisfied by less sweet options and will lose your taste for the extremely 

sweet ones. Set some goals and take it one day at a time! 
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5 http://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/artificial-sweeteners-sugar-free-but-at-what-cost-201207165030 


