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The Role of No-Sugar-Added Foods in a Healthy Diet

Q&A with Mary M. Flynn, PhD, RD, LDN

Assistant Professor of Medicine, Brown University

Mary M. Flynn, PhD, RD, LDN, is an expert in the field of nutrition.  Her main research interest is in how food will affect health.  As an assistant professor at Brown University Medical School and chief research dietitian at The Miriam Hospital, she has gained national attention for her research on the effects that a plant-based olive oil diet has on health improvement and weight management.  Dr. Flynn has authored more than 20 scholarly articles and abstracts and is co‑author of the book, Low Fat Lies, High Fat Frauds and the Healthiest Diet in the World.  She advocates a delicious, satisfying, and healthy way of eating and living and eschews low-fat diets – which are unsatisfying, nutritionally deficient, and hard to stick with – and high-fat diets, which are based on fraudulent, speculative science.
What does “no-sugar-added” mean?

“No-sugar-added” is a commonly misunderstood term.  In this context, “sugar” is a food science term for carbohydrate.  It doesn’t simply refer to the sugar (sucrose) derived from sugar cane and sugar beets.

The only carbohydrates present in a no-sugar-added food are those that occur naturally in the products’ ingredients.  For example, milk is a natural source of carbohydrates – as are bread, pasta, rice, grains, starchy vegetables, and fruit.

Are no-sugar-added foods sugar-free?

It’s possible for a no-sugar-added food to be sugar-free.  But most have ingredients with naturally occurring carbohydrates.  That’s why they’re labeled “no‑sugar-added” instead of “sugar-free.”
Are no-sugar-added foods low in calories?

No-sugar-added foods are not usually of the “eat as much as you want” variety.  Most have fewer calories than their regular sugar counterparts, but they are not necessarily low in calories.  Any healthy, balanced diet requires moderation, and that’s true of no-sugar-added foods as well.

Who are “no-sugar-added” foods for?

Most no-sugar-added foods were originally created for diabetics, who have to regulate the amount of sugar and other carbohydrates in their diets.  The best diet for people with diabetes is one that is balanced, varied and keeps track of total carbohydrates consumed.  If that sounds like a healthy food plan for the rest of us, you’d be right.

That’s where no-sugar-added foods can play a role for many of us.  If you’re fit and healthy, calories may not be a major concern.  But one-third of adults in the United States – nearly 70 million people – are overweight and / or have “metabolic syndrome,” a condition of insulin resistance and abdominal obesity associated with heart disease and diabetes.

Athletes and bodybuilders are another group who often want to lower their sugar / carbohydrate intake.

Is lower sugar intake beneficial as we age?

Most people tend to need fewer calories to maintain their weight as they age.  It is thought that the current obesity epidemic is the result of as little as an extra 100 calories a day.  Any food that helps to decrease calorie intake should help control body weight as we get older.  

Do no-sugar-added foods contain sugar substitutes?

That depends on the sweetness needed in the no-sugar-added food.  Some contain sugar substitutes that are familiar to consumers: saccharine, NutraSweet (aspartame), stevia, and Splenda.

Others may include the less familiar “sugar alcohols” like maltitol.  Derived from natural grains, maltitol has 75% to 90% of the sweetness of table sugar, fewer calories, and does not promote tooth decay.  Its properties are nearly identical to sugar’s, so it is frequently used in the production of no-sugar-added sweets like chocolate, baked goods, ice cream, hard candy, and chewing gum.

Because maltitol comes from a natural grain, it contains fiber, which is more slowly absorbed.  It does not turn into glucose when it gets into your body, so it doesn’t raise blood sugar levels.

Personally, I find this a better option than the more chemically derived sugar substitutes.  They’re not at all absorbed by your body and just stay in your intestinal tract.  How good can that be?

Are no-sugar-added foods fat-free?

Again, that’s going to depend on the particular food.  But no-sugar-added foods are not necessarily fat-free.  And in my opinion, that’s a good thing.

Are you saying that fatty foods are good for you?

I’m saying that a little fat – the right fat – is a good thing.  In fact, it’s important to get a healthy fat at every meal.

Americans have created a fat-free culture in their search for a “magic bullet” that will help them manage and lose weight – and they’ve done their bodies a disservice in the process.  It’s ironic, but fat-free foods often help make us fat.

Eating fat helps you feel full and delays the time until you get hungry again.  You can eat a big, fat-free meal and still feel hungry and experience cravings.  Dietary fats slow down the absorption of foods in your stomach, so you feel fuller longer.  This will help you avoid craving snack foods and sweets between meals.  

What about trans fats?

Trans fats – also known as partially hydrogenated oils – are commercially made fats.  They are foreign to the body and related to just about every disease.   It’s always a good idea to avoid trans fats, especially if you’re trying to make a healthier, no-sugar-added food choice.

Why do we crave sweets?

Human beings inherently like sweet, fatty foods.  We see this in virtually every culture around the world.  Sweets are pleasurable.  They release chemicals in our brains that make us feel good.
What about studies that say that chocolate, particularly dark chocolate, is good for you?

The health benefits of dark chocolate have been well publicized.  It’s certainly better than pure sugar candy.

Many people don't realize that cocoa is plant-derived, just like fruits and vegetables.  And like fruits and vegetables, cocoa contains potent antioxidants.  Antioxidants attack free radicals, those destructive molecules implicated in heart disease and other health conditions.  

Cocoa contains phenylethylamine, which releases endorphins into your brain, making you feel happy.  It also releases serotonin, theobromine, and anandamide, which increase circulation and elevate mood.

Dark chocolate contains a lot more cocoa than other forms of chocolate, so when you’re choosing chocolate, it’s the healthier choice.  Still, you have to eat a lot dark chocolate to get the full health benefits.  And unfortunately, chocolate is loaded with calories.  So a no-sugar-added alternative would be a better choice for most people.

So can you eat chocolate everyday?

Some people can eat a little chocolate every day.  But for most of us, when you always reward yourself with a sweet flavor, the desire for more sweets can easily mushroom out of control.  You begin to expect or crave it more often.

If you love chocolate, treat yourself to an ounce or two a couple of times a week.  But do it right.  Don’t go for the cheap chocolates.  Choose a good one.  Personally, I find that European chocolate tastes best.  It has better flavor and better texture – what food scientists call “mouthfeel.”  It may cost a little more, but it’s a better treat.  You’ll be more satisfied, and ultimately, you’ll eat less.

What about no-sugar-added chocolate?

The same theory applies because no-sugar-added chocolate is still sweet.  However, it usually has fewer calories, which is appealing to – and healthier for – many people.

Even though it’s no-sugar-added chocolate, choose one that tastes great.  You want to be able to savor an ounce or two – really enjoy the rich taste and smooth texture – and feel satisfied.  After all, you’re eating chocolate.  The point is to indulge a little, so you don’t end up indulging a lot.
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