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What does a daily diet with 10% of calories 
from added sugars look like? 

Here’s one example! (Based on a 2,000-calorie diet)

Coffee, milk
or juice 
(no added sugar)

0grams
added sugars

8grams
added sugars

Oatmeal
(2 teaspoons of
brown sugar) 

Breakfast

0grams
added sugars

Fresh fruit and
raw vegetables

Turkey sandwich on 
whole-grain bread

6grams
added sugars

Lunch

3grams
added sugars

Salad with 
dressing
(2 tablespoons)

Spaghetti and
meatballs
(1/2 cup of sauce)

3grams
added sugars

Dinner

15grams
added sugars

Dessert

0grams
added sugars Mixed nuts

Snack

9grams
added sugars

Yogurt
(5.3 ounces)

Chocolate
chip cookie

Based on building healthy dietary patterns that include enough recommended food 
groups and stay within calorie limits, the 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans 
recommend limiting added sugars to up to 10% of total calories (50 grams or 12 
teaspoons of added sugars per day in a 2,000-calorie diet).

U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 
2020-2025. 9th Edition. December 2020. Available at DietaryGuidelines.gov.
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TO KNOW ABOUT SUGAR 
5 THINGS

SUGAR ADDS FLAVOR 
that helps people eat a wide 
variety of foods, plus it has many 
other important functions.

SUGAR IS A 
SOURCE OF 
GLUCOSE, 
a primary fuel for 
the body. 

REAL SUGAR IS MADE 
FROM SUGAR CANE 
AND SUGAR BEETS1
grown on farms. 

SUGAR GOES FROM 
PLANT TO PRODUCT IN 
JUST FOUR SIMPLE STEPS: 
it is extracted from the 
plant, washed with water, 
crystalized and dried.  

THE DIETARY 
GUIDELINES FOR 
AMERICANS2 
RECOMMEND LIMITING 
ADDED SUGARS
to 12 teaspoons or 50 
grams per day.* 

12tsp

50g

Sugar has 15 calories per teaspoon 
and 4 calories per gram.  

*Based on 2,000-calorie diet

1. Sucrose. 21 CFR 184.1854.

2. U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-
2025. 9th Edition. December 2020. Available at DietaryGuidelines.gov.
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Sugar Is a Partner in Nutrient Delivery  

HIGH-FIBER CEREAL
Sugar cuts the bitter flavors of high-fiber 
cereal, making it more enjoyable to eat. 

STRAWBERRY YOGURT
A little sugar cuts the acidity and 
enhances the sweetness of the 

strawberries in calcium-rich yogurt. 

CANNED VEGETABLES
A little sugar helps maintain the color and 

texture of canned vegetables and increases 
shelf-life, making them an accessible and 

enjoyable option for meeting food group needs. 

SALAD DRESSING
A little sugar cuts the acidity of the vinegar 

in salad dressing, contributes to the smooth/
creamy texture, extends shelf-life and 

enhances the flavors of the spices as well as 
the other ingredients of the salad it dresses.

PEANUT BUTTER
A little sugar enhances the flavor and 

extends the shelf-life of protein-packed 
peanut butter. 

PRE-PACKAGED SNACKS
 A little sugar increases the shelf-
life of many pre-packaged healthy 

snack options. 
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Sugar’s Functional Roles in Food Beyond Sweetness

How much sugar can I have in a healthy diet?
Sugar plays a role in healthy, balanced diets by adding flavor and function that help people enjoy a wide 
variety of foods. Because of this, the 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA) recommend that 
healthy dietary patterns can include up to 50 grams or 12 teaspoons of added sugars per day.1

How can I tell how much added sugars are in my food?  
Added sugars are easy to find on Nutrition Facts labels. They are listed under Total Sugars, where you’ll 
find the grams of added sugars per serving in the product and the percent daily value or how much that 
product contributes to the total recommended intake for a day. For example, a product with 7.5 grams of 
added sugars per serving represents 15% of the total 50-gram daily value for one day. 

Why are sugars added to foods that don’t even need to be sweet?    
Sugar has many functional properties that range from balancing acidity or adding bulk to preventing 
spoilage. For example, in whole-grain, fiber-rich bread, sugar balances bitter flavors, contributes to 
the texture, feeds the yeast to help the bread rise, aids in browning, helps with moisture retention and 
increases shelf-life.

Are reduced-sugar or sugar-free options better for you?   
When sugar is removed from a food, new ingredients (usually more than one) must be added to replace 
both the flavor and functionality of sugar. These ingredients often have the same amount of or even more 
calories than sugar. So, you should not assume less sugar means fewer calories. 

Common Questions About 
Sugar in the Diet

1. U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-
2025. 9th Edition. December 2020. Available at DietaryGuidelines.gov. 

What does a diet with 10% of calories from added sugars look like?   
The 10% target for added sugars intake provided by the DGA applies throughout the day or week, not as a 
limit to be applied to individual products. 

Here is one example  (based on a 2,000-calorie diet):
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Carbohydrates, fat and protein are nutrients found 
in food and beverages that provide the body with 
calories. Carbohydrates affect blood glucose the most, 
making them an important factor in the management 
of diabetes. All carbohydrates are broken down in the 
body to simple sugars (glucose, fructose and galactose). 
Sugars and fiber are classes of carbohydrates. 

Carbohydrates are found in dairy products, grains, 
fruits and vegetables. They are also present in greater 
amounts in starchy vegetables like beans, corn, peas, 
potatoes and squash. 

Sweets have carbohydrates, too. These should be eaten 
occasionally and in small amounts within carbohydrate 
and calorie goals. 

Portion Control

Carbohydrates
are found in
many foods

Portions for discretionary calories

It’s a common myth that people with 
diabetes have to avoid sugar entirely. 
Sweets in moderation and nutritious foods 
with added sugars can be part of a healthy 
diet, as long as the total carbohydrates fit 
within their daily goals.1 

No measuring cups in sight? Use these 
everyday items instead!

1/2 cup 1 oz 1 tbsp
Ice cream Dark chocolate Jam, sugar, maple 

syrup or honey

Lightbulb = 1/2 cup Pair of dice = 1 oz Tip of thumb = 1 tbsp

Portion control tips
Keep portions in check with these 
tips and tricks!

Keep food off the 
counters and in your 
pantry. Out of sight, 

out of mind.

Serve yourself using 
a measuring cup to 
know exactly how 
much is going on 

your plate.

Use smaller plates 
and bowls for meals 

and snacks.

Sugar and Diabetes

1. American Diabetes Association. Know your facts about diabetes. Available at: https://diabetes.org/about-diabetes/diabetes-
myths. Accessed March 1, 2024.
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Sugar Is a Carbohydrate   
Sugar is a simple carbohydrate. All carbohydrates are made up of one or 
more molecules of sugars. No matter how complex a carbohydrate is to 
start with, once in the body, all carbohydrates are broken down to these 
three simple sugars: glucose, fructose and galactose. 
Carbohydrates = Fuel for the body 
In fact, carbohydrates are the preferred energy source for the body 
because the majority provide glucose. Glucose is the fuel the brain, 
organs and muscles need to function and engage in everyday activities.
As a disaccharide made up of one molecule of glucose and one molecule 
of fructose, sugar is quickly broken down, so the glucose can be readily 
absorbed by cells and serve as a quick source of energy. 
Other, more complex carbohydrates, such as starches, provide a more 
sustained source of energy like that required by endurance athletes.
The body stores carbohydrates in the form of glycogen in the liver and 
muscles. During exercise, the body breaks down glycogen into glucose, 
which is then used as fuel for the muscles.

Sugar Is a Partner in Fueling Nutrient Delivery  

GRANOLA BARS
A little sugar increases the shelf-

life of many pre-packaged healthy 
snack options, important for athletes 

needing quick and convenient calories 
that also offer important nutrients like 

fiber, calcium and iron.

CHOCOLATE MILK
The sugar in low-fat chocolate milk 

increases the thickness of the milk and 
enhances the sweetness of the cocoa, 

making this post-workout drink with the 
perfect combination of carbohydrates and 

protein (and an excellent source of nine 
essential nutrients) enjoyable to drink. 

PROTEIN SHAKE
In addition to providing carbohydrates 
that can help with muscle recovery, the 

sugar in protein shakes cuts the bitterness 
of the added vitamins and minerals 
making it more enjoyable to drink. 

PEANUT BUTTER
A little sugar enhances the flavor and 

extends the shelf-life of protein-packed 
peanut butter.

STRAWBERRY YOGURT
A little sugar cuts the acidity and 
enhances the sweetness of the 

strawberries in the yogurt, an excellent 
source of calcium.

TRAIL MIX
A little sugar completes this snack 

providing not only sweetness alongside 
the protein and fiber of peanuts and raisins 
but also simple carbohydrates that offer a 

quick burst of energy when you need it.

Timing Is 
Everything 
Knowing how sugar is broken 
down and used in the body 
allows athletes to be strategic 
in their timing of carbohydrate 
intake. When consumed before 
exercise, simple carbohydrates 
offer fast-access fuel for working 
muscles. During exercise, simple 
carbohydrates help maintain 
blood glucose. After exercise, 
foods that contain sugar can help 
replenish glycogen stores, aiding 
in recovery.

Carbohydrates and Sports Nutrition
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Agave

GI: low

30-40% sweeter

PRODUCTION 
The leaves of the 
plant are cut and 
crushed to extract 
the sap. The sap is 
filtered, heated and 
treated 
enzymatically to 
convert the 
fructans (not very 
sweet) to fructose 
and glucose.

NOTES 
Takes about seven 
years for the sugar 
content of the plant 
to reach a 
reasonable level for 
harvesting.

Brown Rice 
Syrup

GI: high

30% less sweet

PRODUCTION 
Rice dextrin is 
produced by 
removing the 
hemicellulose, 
protein and lipid 
fractions from the 
brown rice. The rice 
dextrin then goes 
through further 
steps to convert 
polysaccharides to 
predominantly 
monosaccharides.

NOTES 
A mild-flavored 
sweetener, also 
known as a 
maltose-based 
sweetener or rice 
malt syrup. 

Coconut Sugar

GI: low

Equal sweetness

PRODUCTION 
Made from sap of 
the coconut 
blossom. Sap is 
collected and 
boiled down to a 
thick syrup, cooled 
into blocks and 
broken into 
granulated sugar.

NOTES 
Considered a 
partially refined 
sugar and is similar 
in color, flavor and 
sweetness as 
brown sugar. May 
retain a small 
amount of 
micronutrients.

Date Sugar

GI: low

Less sweet

PRODUCTION 
Made from 
powdering dried 
daters. 
Commercial 
varieties may have 
a flowing agent 
added (like oat 
flour) to help 
reduce clumping.

NOTES 
Looks a lot like 
brown sugar but 
cannot simply 
replace brown 
sugar in recipes as 
it does not 
dissolve in water 
or melt, and 
therefore does not 
incorporate well 
into mixtures.

Dextrose

GI: high

25% less sweet

PRODUCTION 
Dextrose is produced 
from cornstarch, 
though starch can 
come from any kind 
of plant. The process 
involves enzymatic 
breakdown of the 
starch polymers to 
single glucose units, 
which is similar to 
how our bodies 
break down starch.

NOTES 
Most commonly used 
in beer making.

Fruit Juice
Concentrate

GI: unknown

Less sweet

PRODUCTION 
Made by 
evaporating most 
of the water from 
the fruit puree, 
concentrating the 
natural sugar 
content.

NOTES 
Can contain traces 
of vitamins and 
minerals. 

GI: moderate

120-160 times sweeter

PRODUCTION 
Corn syrup is made 
from cornstarch. The 
cornstarch is 
processed 
enzymatically by 
glucose isomerase 
to convert some of 
the glucose into 
fructose. To develop 
HFCS, this process is 
taken further to 
convert more 
glucose.

NOTES 
The higher fructose 
variety is often used 
in soft drinks and 
the lower fructose 
version is used more 
in cakes. 

Honey

GI: low       high

variable

PRODUCTION 
Produced by bees, 
honey is harvested 
by bee keepers and 
the filtered/ 
processed 
commercially. Taste, 
color and flavor all 
depend on the types 
of flowers the bees 
have collected 
nectar from. Basic 
commercial honey 
tends to be a mix of 
different nectars to 
help ensure 
consistency and 
flavor.

NOTES 
GI ranges are 
dependent on where 
the honey has been 
collected. 
Commercial honey 
blends tend to be 
high (GI>70).

Maltodextrin

GI: high

10% as sweet

PRODUCTION  
Produced by 
processing starch 
(most commonly 
corn), using acids or 
enzymes to break it 
down. 

NOTES 
Commonly added to 
processed foods to 
provide bulk and 
texture and help 
blend ingredients 
together.  

SWEETNESS COMPARED TO SUGAR

Sugar

GI: moderate

Standard for sweetness

PRODUCTION 
After sugar beet 
and sugar cane 
plants are 
harvested, sugar is 
removed from the 
plant through 
crushing, cutting 
and boiling. It is 
then filtered, 
washed and 
crystallized to 
produce the sugar 
we find in our 
pantries.

NOTES 
While all green 
plants make sucrose 
through 
photosynthesis, 
sugar beet and cane 
plants make the 
greatest quantities 
of sugar. 

SWEETENERS you might find
in your food

There are many different sweeteners in our food supply today that might be used as an alternative to 
table sugar. Here is some basic information about some of the most popular caloric, low-caloric 
sweeteners, including real sugar as a comparison.

SOURCE: 
Flower of the 
coconut plant

SOURCE:
Dates

SOURCE:
Corn

SOURCE:
Fruit varieties

SOURCE:
Corn

SOURCE:
Corn or Wheat

SOURCE: 
Sugar beet and 

sugar cane plants

SOURCE:
Agave Plant

SOURCE:
Rice

SOURCE: 
Nectar collected 

by bees

SUGARS: Fructose
(55-90%), glucose

SUGARS: Glucose, 
maltose, maltotriose

SUGARS: Sucrose, 
glucose, fructose

SUGARS: Glucose, 
fructose, sucrose

SUGARS: 
Glucose

SUGARS: Sucrose, 
glucose, fructose

SUGARS:
Fructose (55% or 42%), 
glucose (45% or 58%)

SUGARS: 
Fructose, glucose

SUGARS: 
Glucose

SUGARS:
Sucrose

Calories per 
teaspoon: 15 Calories per 

teaspoon: 16 Calories per 
teaspoon: 15 Calories per 

teaspoon: 11 Calories per 
teaspoon: 16 Calories per 

teaspoon: ~16 Calories per 
teaspoon: 17 Calories per 

teaspoon: 20 Calories per 
teaspoon: 15Calories per 

teaspoon: 21

High Fructose
Corn Syrup (HFCS)

CALORIC
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