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Is fruit sugar any different than refined sugar?
Christian Martinez PTS PN1 NASM VCS

Introduction
Sugar. What is it? Can we live without it? Should we live without it? Does consuming sugar from
fruits differ in any way from consuming processed sugar? The purpose of this article will be to
delve into these topics and more in the pursuit of analyzing the bigger picture of sugar.

What is Sugar?
Sugar plays a critical role in our bodies. However in order to understand that, we first need to
understand what sugar is.
For simplicity's sake, let's focus on three types of sugar.
Glucose, Fructose, And Sucrose.
1.

Glucose is a monosaccharide, meaning that it is made up of 1 unit of sugar. It is the first
source of energy for the body in the carbohydrate energy pathway.

2. Fructose is a monosaccharide found in fruits and other plants and is also made up of 1
unit of sugar. It is the sweetest tasting sugar.
3. Sucrose is a disaccharide, meaning that it is made of two units of sugar - 50% glucose
and 50% fructose. Sucrose tastes sweeter than Glucose but less sweet than fructose.
Fruit sugars are a combination of glucose and fructose, just like processed sugar, usually in the
form of Sucrose (high fructose corn syrup) has been vilified for years, and has been blamed for
obesity, diabetes incidence, and more.
Total consumed sugar is magnitudes more important than sugar source
Let's say that again for those in the back.
Cane sugar and High fructose corn syrup are nearly identical in their distribution of glucose
and fructose.
The problem isn't that you are consuming high fructose corn syrup, the problem is that there is
added sugar in nearly all processed foods. A little bit in every bite adds up to a lot.
The processing of fruit sugars makes them nearly identical to added sugars in foods. Instead of
a glass of orange juice, reach for an orange, the fibre in the orange will make it digest more
slowly, acting as a slow release source of sugar rather than a huge burst of sugar (which is
sometimes preferable in specific circumstances, as you will read later in this article).
See the figure on the next page for a synopsis of various options to curb a sweet tooth and the
effects on your body.
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An overview of the metabolic effects of orange-related products. A – indicates little to no effect in
a given category, while a ++ indicates an important effect
(From:qhttps://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2015/natural-and-added-sugars-two-sides-of-the-same-coin/)

As you can see in the above figure from a paper by Gearing et al (2015), There is a vast
difference between an orange and orange juice - orange juice is actually closer metabolically
to soda than it is to an orange. Diet soda is no better as artificial sweeteners may still be
harmful to ingest, by altering how the body reacts to ingested sugar. While there are vitamins
in orange juice, you are still getting a ton of sugar, and, as stated before, overall sugar
consumption is more important than source. You can get these vitamins from the fruit while
increasing your satiety levels, giving yourself a slow controlled release of sugar, and including
more fibre in your diet.
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Whenever you eat most natural foods, you are not consuming one thing. You are not only
consuming sugar when you eat an apple. You are also consuming the fibre, water, nutrients,
and every single other thing that makes an apple an apple. These attributes can have a
synergistic effect; meaning that the eaten fruit is greater than the sum of its parts. The interplay
between the attributes of the fruit set the stage for slow released glycogen restoration for
fueling our bodies rather than overloading our bodies with sugar all at once. Fruits also provide
vitamins and micronutrients that help out in a big way with bodily processes. In the end, the
debate isn’t between fruit sugar and processed sugar, the debate should really be between a
whole fruit and isolated sugar, to which the former wins 10 times out of 10. Fruit sugar itself is
essentially the same as high fructose corn syrup, ( in terms of glucose and fructose breakdown)
but by consuming everything that makes a fruit a fruit, and not just its sugar, you’ve made the
best choice.

The body doesn’t care that your sugar intake came from small batch agave nectar.

The following page summarizes the macronutrient (protein, carbs, and fats) energy production
system. This is important, as we will see the important role that sugars play in our bodies
energy production.
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As you can see on the diagram in the preceding page, ATP (adenosine triphosphate, the energy
of the cell) can be synthesized from all 3 macronutrients. So can Glucose.
This should give us a deeper understanding of the question: Can we live without sugar?
I think we should rephrase that question to: “can we live without exogenous (coming from
outside the body) sugar?”

To which the answer is, without a doubt, yes.
Our bodies need glucose to live and to fuel our cells, however, our bodies are also adaptable
machines, and can source glucose elsewhere, where we are fasting or not consuming
carbohydrates. (such as from the other two macronutrients)
This is why humans are able to function on the carnivore diet, and on the keto diet without
carbohydrates or sugar, without risking running out of glucose in their system.
Now that we have answered that question, let's talk about Muscle Protein turnover.
Our muscles are always rebuilding themselves.
Protein in our muscles is being broken down into amino acids and then reformed into muscle
protein once again. Unfortunately, this process results in a net loss of amino acids, which is
why we constantly need dietary protein in order to synthesize the lost amino acids and
maintain muscle tone.
It is a delicate balance. If you want to build more muscle, the stimulus of lifting is of course
required but another factor that is immensely important and overlooked by novice lifters is
getting enough protein in your diet. Your muscles can’t grow if they don’t have food.
You might think hey! Isn’t this article about sugar, why are we talking about muscle building
and protein? Here's why:

If you do not adequately replenish your glucose levels post workout, your body
can actually break down protein to create energy, causing your hard-earned
gains to be somewhat diminished.
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What can you do to prevent this?
Ingest High-glycemic Carbs post workout.
High glycemic carbs will replenish your glycogen stores, avoiding any need for your muscles to
break down and create ATP - your muscles avoid being metabolized.
High glycemic carbs will also spike your blood sugar, causing a release of insulin, which, among
several other functions, allows more amino acids to enter your muscle cells, resulting in the
balance of muscle protein turnover to be tipped in your favor - your muscles grow.
It is important to remember that this should be done immediately following a workout. High
glycemic carbs in other situations are not so helpful.
Another caveat is quantity. You want to ensure you are not overdoing it, aim to replenish what
was lost, not overload your body with sugar. All things in moderation.
What are high Glycemic Carbs?
High glycemic carbs are foods that are high in glucose. Here are some examples:
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●

Watermelon

●

Potatoes

●

White rice

●

Blueberries

●

Gummy bears (not a joke)

●

And much more.

The bottom line?
All the deleterious effects of sugar are products of excess. Your body doesn’t care what the
source of sugar is, a better place to concern yourself when it comes to sugar is remembering to
consume sugar that is less processed. When you eat a real fruit and not just juice you are
ingesting fibre, vitamins and more along with the fruit sugar. If consumed in moderation,
neither candy, orange juice, full sugar soda, or diet soda is going to have any major effect on
your health. And, technically speaking, your body doesn’t require any exogenous sources of
sugar. This might raise the question, “is the amount I'm consuming moderate?” My rule of
thumb is that if you have to ask, the answer is probably no. There is no debate whether or not 1
soda a week is moderate, the same goes for 2 litres a day.
Know yourself, know your consumption. Stay strong.

Christian Martinez
Certified Personal Training Specialist
and Nutrition Coach
PTS, PN1, NASM VCS
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