
1

Humana.com

Y0040_GHHKM6YEN_C

The shakedown on sugar
Sugar helps make many foods taste good, but it can have some not-so-sweet 
effects on your health.

What is sugar?
Sugars—also known as saccharides—are the building blocks of carbohydrates. Sugar is made through the 
process of photosynthesis, in which plants convert the sun’s energy into sugar and store it.

Sugar comes in two forms: monosaccharides and disaccharides
•   Monosaccharides are made up of only one sugar molecule. They are often called “simple sugars.”
•   Disaccharides are made up of two simple sugar unites that are chemically attached to one another.

Sugar in foods can be categorized in two ways: naturally occurring or added
•   Naturally occurring sugars are found naturally in foods or drinks, like fruits or milk.
•   Added sugars are sweeteners that have been added to foods or drinks during processing or preparation.

Recommended daily sugar intake
The American Heart Association recommends the following daily added sugar intake:1

Men Women

9 teaspoons or 36 grams 6 teaspoons or 25 grams

Effects of too much sugar
According to the United States Department of Agriculture, Americans take in about 18 teaspoons of added 
sugar daily.2 Added sugars add extra calories, but offer little nutritional value. 

Consuming too much added sugar may have negative impacts on your health. Research shows that it may 
be linked to:

Help reduce your sugar intake
There are many ways to reduce the amount of sugar in your diet, starting with six simple changes.

1. Limit the top sources
According to the USDA, top sources of added sugar in 
the American diet are:5

•  Weight gain3 •  Heart disease3

Keep in mind

Sugar from the following (and other) sources 
can add up quickly. Even foods marketed as 
being “healthy” choices can be major sugar 
traps. This includes flavored waters, granola 
bars, yogurts and salad dressings.

•  Soft drinks, energy drinks 
   and sports drinks
•  Sweet rolls, pastries 
   and donuts
•  Pies and cobblers

•  Dairy desserts
•  Candy
•  Cakes
•  Cookies
•  Fruit drinks

•  Tooth decay3 •  Cancer4
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2. Read food labels
Reading labels is the only way to know how much 
sugar is in a food or drink. Try to visualize the amount 
of sugar in the food or drink by remembering that 
4 grams of sugar is equal to 1 teaspoon.
•   Study the nutrition facts label. Some labels may 

list added sugars separately; if not, look at the total 
sugar and envision how much you’re eating.

•   Read the ingredients list. Check to see if sugar is 
one of the top ingredients listed; don’t forget to 
look for the pseudonyms of sugar too.

3. Make low sugar swaps
Try to swap out common sugar traps for healthier options.

Instead of... Consider...

Sugary drinks Water, unsweet tea, low-fat milk

Candy Fresh fruit, sugar-free gum

Dairy desserts Low-sugar Greek yogurt

Cereals and granola bars Low-sugar varieties, oatmeal, homemade trail mix, dark chocolate

Sauces and condiments Low-sugar options, hummus, salsa, seasonings and spices

4. Focus on other carbs
The United States Department of Agriculture 
recommends that 45%–65% of your daily caloric 
intake be made up of carbohydrates, but it’s important 
to choose healthy, complex carbs.6 Simple carbs have 
shorter chains of sugar molecules, meaning they are 
digested faster and raise blood sugar levels quickly. 
Complex carbs have longer chains of molecules, so 
they are digested more slowly and raise the blood 
sugar gradually.7

•   Look for whole grains. This includes whole-grain 
bread, cereals, rice and pasta and unprocessed 
grains like barley, bulgur or quinoa.

•   Pick fresh fruits and veggies. Fresh, whole fruits 
can satisfy your sweet tooth; avoid fruits that have 
been canned in syrups. Look for a wide variety of 
vegetables, but try to get mostly non-starchy options.

•   Balance your meals and snacks. You can do this by 
pairing sugar with protein, fiber and healthy fats.

Other names for sugar

Agave nectar, brown sugar, cane crystals, 
corn sweeteners, corn syrup, crystalline 
fructose, dextrose, evaporated cane juice, 
fructose, fruit juice concentrates, glucose, 
high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), honey, 
invert sugar, maltose, malt syrup, maple 
syrup, molasses, nectars, raw sugar,  
sucrose and syrup.5

How can you pair foods to help 
slow down the digestive process?
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5. Reduce sugar in the kitchen
Sugar isn’t the only way to add sweetness and flavor. Look for ways to reduce the amount of sugar you use 
in cooking, baking and preparing foods.
•   Reduce and replace. Many recipes use an excess amount of sugar. Use 2/3 or 3/4 of a cup when a 

recipe calls for 1 cup. You can replace the remaining sugar with an equal amount of non-fat dry milk.
•   Herbs and spices. Vanilla extract, cinnamon, cocoa powder, nutmeg, cloves and ginger can help 

enhance flavor.
•   Try to do it yourself. Make your own sauces, condiments and salad dressings instead of using 

sugary, store-bought kinds.

6. Cut back gradually
You may not have to quit sugar cold turkey. Instead, 
make changes slowly.
•   Make a list of small changes. Write down a few 

ideas about simple ways to decrease sugar in 
your diet.

•   Enjoy dessert, within limits. You don’t have to 
completely give up dessert, but you may want to 
consider setting specific rules around when you 
can have sweet treats.

•   Give your taste buds time. After a while, you may 
start to notice that super sweet foods taste too 
sweet, while naturally sweet foods—like fruit and 
some vegetables—taste better than ever before.

Notes

Simple ways to decrease sugar in 
my diet
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a healthcare 
professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor before beginning an 
exercise program or making any changes to your diet.


