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INTRODUCTION

As a registered dietitian, I get asked a lot of nutrition questions like, “What should I eat to lose weight?” or “How can I improve my energy?” or “I’m addicted to sugar—how do I stop craving it all the time?”

No matter what the question is, nine times out of ten it’s related to a blood sugar issue.

This is a topic I talk about with every client no matter what their health goal is, because it’s the foundation for your health. Literally.

My passion for blood sugar comes from both personal and professional experience. I’ve struggled with an imbalance in blood sugar levels, feeling like I was always “hangry” and wanting to snack all the time despite “doing all the right things.” I’ve also become more intrigued with this topic after working one-on-one with clients over the past decade and seeing the impact it has on long-term health.

I’ve seen blood sugar regulation change lives. I’ve had clients who were able to get off medications they thought they would have to stay on for the rest of their lives, clients who were finally losing weight without going on a diet or counting a single calorie, and clients who have reported so much more energy, less sugar cravings, and better sleep by following the blood sugar tips and strategies you’ll learn in this book.

Many clients are surprised when I bring up blood sugar because it’s a topic that is mainly discussed only if you’ve been diagnosed with prediabetes or diabetes. After I explain that it plays a key role in everything from your cravings to energy to hormone and metabolic health, it clicks.

Although this book is focused on preventative health and geared toward non-diabetes, it’s still beneficial if you or someone you know has a prediabetes or diabetes diagnosis. You can incorporate the same concepts in this book while working with your healthcare provider.

Note: this isn’t a quick-fix diet program. This is your go-to resource for all things related to blood sugar (and so much more!). We’ll go through everything from how to balance your meals and snacks to stay full longer and become more energized, how to support digestion so you can absorb the nutrients from your food more effectively, and how to crush your sugar cravings so you can stop relying on willpower, to optimizing your blood sugars with nonstressful exercise and better-quality sleep. It’s filled with simple strategies you can implement for years and years to come.

I’ve included some reflection questions throughout this book, as well as some “quick tips” to help you absorb the information better. It is not intended to replace medical advice but to be a resource to assist you with your health right now and prevent health complications in the future. As with any new health change, focus on keeping it simple and realistic.

Alright, ready to get started? Let’s go.
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PART 1 THE IMPORTANCE OF BLOOD SUGAR







CHAPTER 1 WHAT IS BLOOD SUGAR?



“You cannot always control what goes on outside, but you can always control what goes on inside.”

—Wayne Dyer



“I’m not diabetic. I don’t need to worry about my blood sugar.”

I was doing an assessment with my new client Sarah and asking about any lab work she’d had done, including her blood sugar labs. She showed me the information she recently received from her doctor, and I asked about labs like her hemoglobin A1C (the average blood sugar for three months) and fasting glucose. She told me she wasn’t diabetic, so she didn’t think she needed to worry about getting lab work done on her blood sugar. Her doctor didn’t bring it up either.

Although blood sugar is a huge focus for those who are diagnosed with prediabetes or diabetes, everyone should be paying attention to blood sugar levels from a prevention standpoint. With almost thirty million Americans diagnosed with diabetes, almost nine million individuals are left undiagnosed (American Diabetes Association 2023).

Our current healthcare system is set up to treat you when you get a diagnosis, versus focusing on preventing the diagnosis from even occurring. Most people are walking around stressed, exhausted, and sick because our environment and healthcare system are not focused on prevention. Oftentimes, a health concern will trigger action (like a diet change or new medication), but what if you could prevent that health concern from happening in the first place? If more people focused on their blood sugar levels from a preventative standpoint, I can only imagine how many Americans might never get the “You have diabetes” diagnosis in the first place.

Paying attention to your blood sugars can not just help prevent health complications in the future; it can also help with many struggles you may be experiencing now. Issues like fatigue, sugar cravings, inflammation, weight loss resistance, hot flashes or night sweats, PMS (premenstrual syndrome) symptoms, hormonal acne, brain fog, bloating, irritability, and anxiety have all been tied to blood sugar levels.


SO, WHAT IS BLOOD SUGAR AND WHY IS IT SUCH A BIG DEAL?

Say you’re munching on a donut or having a banana for a snack. No matter what the source of carbohydrate is, the body breaks down the carbohydrates into a sugar called glucose. This is the body’s favorite source of fuel. Lab tests (like a fasting glucose, for example) will look at the blood glucose levels as a way to measure the amount of sugar in the body at a single moment. Please note, in this book, blood sugar and blood glucose are terms that are used interchangeably.

So what does the body do with all that broken-down glucose? The body regulates blood glucose levels by releasing a hormone called insulin from the pancreas to bring the glucose from the bloodstream into the cells to be used for energy. Insulin is a fat-storage hormone, and chronic high levels of insulin can increase the risk for type 2 diabetes, fatigue, faster aging, weight gain, and hormone imbalances. Carbohydrates influence the ebb and flow of insulin, but so do things like the balance of macronutrients at a meal, the timing and how you’re eating your meals, your daily movement, stress levels, and sleep habits, just to name a few.

After eating, blood glucose levels rise, and how quickly or slowly your blood glucose levels increase is based on the types of foods you’re consuming. For example, eating foods high in sugar or refined carbohydrates will cause a larger and quicker blood glucose spike compared to foods high in fiber.

The balance of your meals and snacks are also critical. For example, eating carbohydrates alone can cause a higher spike in blood glucose, but if you pair that carbohydrate with a protein source, the protein can act as a buffer and prevent such a large spike from happening.

Glucose is used for a quick source of energy for the body, and if you consume more than your body needs, the extra glucose will get stored in your liver, muscles, and fat tissues for later use. Your blood sugar levels can either be a helpful tool for improving areas like metabolic and hormone health, brain function, energy, sleep, and digestion, or it can impact those areas in a negative way if levels aren’t balanced. That’s why managing and optimizing your blood sugar is key for optimal health. We’ll get into balancing your plate better for optimal blood sugar levels in Chapter 5, but for now, know that you have the power to change your health with the foods you’re eating every single day. This book is here to show you how.

In my work as a registered dietitian, I’ve seen the powerful impact that diet and lifestyle habits can have on blood glucose levels. I’ve seen clients reverse a diabetes diagnosis, get off medications, and feel healthier and more energetic than they had twenty years ago. I’ve seen clients no longer have brain fog or sugar cravings and lose weight without counting a single calorie. Their stories can be your story too, because the first thing they all prioritized was their blood sugar balance. Yes, blood sugar is a key marker for health for those with prediabetes or diabetes, but it’s also essential for non-diabetics as well.

Let’s dig deeper into this in the next chapter.


Quick tip: Focusing on regulating your blood sugar can help improve energy levels, moods, hormones, metabolism, sleep, and more.










CHAPTER 2 WHY YOUR BLOOD SUGAR IS A FOUNDATIONAL PIECE OF YOUR HEALTH



“What most people don’t realize is that food is not just calories; it’s information. It actually contains messages that communicate to every cell in the body.”

—Dr. Mark Hyman



Balancing blood sugar is one of the foundational pieces I work on with every single client, no matter what their health goal is. Want to lose weight and get stronger? Have more energy? Crush your sugar cravings? Have better thyroid health? Stop feeling bloated all the time? Improve conditions like PCOS? Have healthy, pain-free periods? Sleep better at night? Age gracefully? Want to be able to think better at work and remember what you ate an hour ago? It all starts with supporting your blood sugar.

Think about it like this: focusing on your health without paying attention to blood sugar is like trying to drive your car without putting any gas in it. You just can’t do it. Now maybe you’re wondering why this topic isn’t talked about very often, and truthfully I’m just as curious as you. There’s way too much focus on calories or a lack of willpower and not enough on the quality and composition of meals… until now.

Let’s dive into how blood sugar impacts several areas of health.


BLOOD SUGAR AND ENERGY

One of the most common complaints I hear from clients is the lack of energy they feel. Unfortunately, America is not set up like Europe where we can take a two-hour lunch break and nap midday. So, we push through. We grab more coffee or a candy bar to give us an energy boost, eat a huge dinner at night because we’re starving, and scroll on our phone before bed as our way to “relax.” No wonder we’re exhausted.

Although many factors can contribute to low energy, one of the main culprits for low energy is an imbalance in blood sugar. That’s because glucose is the main source of energy for the body. When blood glucose levels get too low, your energy will also get low. This is often why people experience the afternoon slump, the feeling of fatigue around two or three o’clock in the afternoon. Their blood sugar levels have dropped since lunch, possibly from not eating enough earlier in the day, or an imbalance in macronutrients at their meals. That’s why focusing on eating three balanced, nutrient-dense meals, and including a balanced snack if needed, can help support stable, balanced blood sugars and keep energy levels up.

Quick blood sugar spikes and drops can also influence energy levels. For example, having a high-carb breakfast that doesn’t contain much protein or nourishing fat (like a bagel with cream cheese and some fruit) will cause blood glucose levels to increase quickly, and then drop quickly. Many people are riding this blood sugar roller-coaster ride all day long, which is leaving them feeling exhausted. I’ll talk more about the blood sugar roller coaster soon.




BLOOD SUGAR AND WEIGHT

Although we’ve been told to eat less and move more for weight loss, there’s so much more to it than that. Of course exercise is key for optimal health, but simply focusing on cutting calories is not always the answer. Our health (and weight) is much more than a simple math equation of calories in, calories out. In fact, if you aren’t eating enough nutrient-dense foods for your body to keep your organs healthy, brain fueled, and muscles strong, it can actually slow down your metabolism. Yes, the average American consumes more calories (about 20 percent) than even twenty years ago, but oftentimes those calories are low-nutrient calories. So even if someone is consuming enough calories for what their body needs, those calories aren’t able to be used in ways that the body needs. It’s like having plants at home that you never water. Sure, they may do okay for a short time, but eventually the leaves become brown and wilted. The types of foods you’re eating, your consistency with how often you eat, and improving blood sugar levels will have the greatest impact on your weight. For example, studies have shown eating three consistent meals throughout the day has the greatest impact on weight, type 2 diabetes, and cardiovascular disease (Manoogian et al. 2018). Likewise, another study found that improving blood sugar levels and insulin sensitivity resulted in a greater chance of weight loss (Kong et al. 2020). Prioritizing balanced and consistent meals to optimize blood sugar and fuel your metabolism will be more beneficial for reaching your healthiest weight than simply focusing on calories alone.




BLOOD SUGAR AND DIGESTION

“After the kids go to bed, I go to my pantry, and I just can’t stop eating.” This was one of my clients who was a busy working mom. She came to me with years of struggling with bloating despite not eating much during her day. She barely ate anything for breakfast and would just have a couple bites of food at lunch due to feeling rushed at work. She would come home and eat her largest meal of the day in the evening and then raid the pantry after the kids fell asleep because she was still starving. This is a common scenario I see with clients, and one that can also be an easy fix. Digestive issues like bloating, heartburn, gas, constipation, or diarrhea can be a result of some type of sensitivity to a particular food or a lack of digestive enzymes to break down the food properly. They can also occur from an imbalance in blood sugars, like they did for this client. Let me explain.

When a person skips meals, or doesn’t eat enough at a meal, it increases the chances of overeating later on (which was the case for my client). When this happens, our digestion has to work overtime, and emptying of the stomach slows down, leading to symptoms like bloating, stomach pain, or indigestion. Also, it’s easy to eat quickly when you’re really hungry, which contributes to even more digestive issues. Instead, eating three balanced meals consistently each day is a lot easier for your digestive system to do the job it’s designed to do.

On the flip side, grazing all day can also contribute to digestive issues. It takes about three hours for your food to go from the stomach to the small intestine where it breaks down and absorbs the food. If you’re constantly snacking on food throughout the day, your digestive system doesn’t have the opportunity to rest. Make sure to give your digestive system a break throughout the day by allowing a three(ish)-hour window between any meal or snack.

We’ll dive deeper into digestion in Chapter 15.




BLOOD SUGAR AND HORMONE HEALTH

Your blood sugar is linked to several hormones, including insulin, estrogen, the appetite hormones ghrelin and leptin, cortisol, growth hormone, and the GLP-1 hormone.

Insulin is one of the hormones most influenced by blood sugar levels. As discussed in Chapter 1, insulin is a fat-storage hormone. Too much insulin can lead to cells in the body becoming desensitized (meaning they won’t open the door when insulin is knocking because the party is full), and it increases the risk for developing type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, hypertension, fatty liver disease, fatigue, and weight gain. Elevated levels can also increase testosterone in women and lead to facial hair or acne, and increase the risk for Polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), along with lowering sex hormone-binding globulin (SHBG) and contribute to PMS symptoms and heavy periods.

Blood sugars are also associated with your appetite hormones, ghrelin and leptin. Ghrelin is the hunger hormone that sends a signal to your brain when the stomach is empty and it’s time to eat. Leptin, on the other hand, prevents hunger and helps regulate energy balance so you don’t feel hungry all the time. Not only does blood sugar regulation improve insulin levels, it also supports leptin levels. This means that you stay full longer and can burn your calories more effectively.

Another area where blood sugars impact hormones is related to the thyroid hormones, which play a key role in energy and metabolic health. Blood sugar and the thyroid work interchangeably. For example, thyroid hormones are essential for carbohydrate metabolism, and if a person has hypothyroidism (where the thyroid isn’t producing enough thyroid hormone) insulin doesn’t work as well in the body and can lead to low blood sugar levels. Likewise, not eating enough carbohydrates, or having consistent low blood sugar levels, can decrease the thyroid’s ability to produce a healthy balance of thyroid hormones. We’ll talk more about carbohydrates in Chapter 5, but for now, know that carbohydrates are essential for optimal thyroid health.

Lastly, blood sugar is also linked to the GLP-1 hormone (glucagon-like peptide) as well. GLP-1 hormone is considered an “anti-hunger” hormone that helps regulate digestion, appetite, and blood sugar levels by stimulating the release of insulin. Prioritizing balancing your meals with all the macronutrients, especially with protein and fiber-rich carbohydrates, can help stimulate GLP-1 secretion (Hira et al. 2021).




BLOOD SUGAR AND STRESS

You’ve probably heard about cortisol, the stress hormone, before. Although some stress can be beneficial for the body, too much isn’t a great thing and can lead to long-term health consequences. When it comes to your blood sugars, elevated cortisol also contributes to a higher amount of insulin being secreted. Remember how too much insulin isn’t a great thing because it can increase your risk for health issues like weight gain (especially around the abdomen) and type 2 diabetes? Stress has a significant impact on metabolic health, and issues with blood sugar can be triggered by stress in the body. We’ll talk more about stress in Chapter 14, but for now, know that managing stress is something that is not only critical for optimal blood sugars but also for your health long-term.

I’ve seen countless times the impact stress can have on health goals. Sure, bubble baths or getting massages can be helpful for reducing stress in the body, but there’s so much that can be done on a daily basis to improve stress levels in the body, and it starts with balancing your blood sugar.




BLOOD SUGAR AND HEART HEALTH

Heart disease is the leading cause of death for both men and women, and your blood sugars can impact that risk.

Elevated blood sugar levels can cause the blood vessels and nerves that control the heart to become damaged. That’s one reason why individuals with diabetes are more likely to have other conditions that increase the risk for heart disease, like elevated triglyceride levels or high low-density lipoprotein (LDL), as well as high blood pressure (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2022). If you’re looking to improve your lipid panel and lower your risk for heart disease, prioritizing blood sugar balance is the first place to start.




BLOOD SUGAR AND CRAVINGS

Clients often tell me they feel like they’re a sugar addict. Not surprising, considering the average person eats about sixty pounds of sugar each year. If you’ve ever wondered how someone can keep Oreo cookies in their cupboard without devouring the entire package in one sitting, know you’re not alone.

Sugar cravings are a huge problem for many people, and simply relying on willpower to get you through isn’t the answer. So what helps reduce sugar cravings? You guessed it—blood sugar regulation. That’s because when blood glucose levels get low, your body protects you by telling you it needs more sugar to raise it back up. So whether your blood sugar is on a roller-coaster ride with large spikes and drops during the day, or you have continuous low blood sugar by not eating enough calories for what your body needs, you’ll naturally crave more sugar during the day because your body is trying to balance itself out.

What about chronic high blood sugar? That can trigger sugar cravings as well. In fact, the higher your blood sugar level goes up, the louder your cravings can get. Unfortunately, with all the additives and sugars found in the foods today, as well as the constant access to food wherever we go, many people are riding on this crazy roller-coaster ride all day long.

It’s pretty difficult to find packaged foods without added sugar. That favored coffee drink you’re getting from the drive-thru in the morning, the granola bar you have for a snack, or the ketchup you top your burger with all contains added sugar. The more sugar we consume, the more we tend to crave it. So when blood sugar levels become more supported by focusing on nutrient-dense whole foods, sugar cravings can start to decrease.

I hope you’re noticing the power that a healthy blood sugar level can have on your health, not just immediately but also long-term. So how can you tell if your blood sugar is in a healthy range? Let me walk you through that in the next chapter.

But first, I encourage you to do some reflection on your current health status.


REFLECTION

1. In a journal or on a separate piece of paper, list your current health struggles and rate them on a scale of 1–10 (10 being the most severe and 1 meaning it hardly impacts you at all).
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2. Next, if you had a magic wand and could magically make those health struggles disappear, how would your life change? What could you do that you aren’t able to do now? How would you look and feel? Write your answers in a journal or on a separate piece of paper.
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Quick Tip: Focus on blood sugar support + the quality of your food over the calories in it.












CHAPTER 3 ASSESSING YOUR BLOOD SUGAR



“Half the costs of illness are wasted on conditions that could be prevented.”

—Dr. Joseph Pizzorno



“I feel like I’m constantly hungry and thinking about food all day.” This is what my client Katie told me when I first met with her. These were red flags that her body was not getting enough nourishing calories and her blood sugar needed support. I explained to her how our bodies are like cars—they need fuel to get us where we need them to go. You wouldn’t expect to go on a road trip with an empty tank of gas, right? Yet we often expect our bodies to do everything we want them to do without even filling the tank well enough. Before long, we’re stuck on the side of the highway calling roadside assistance to save us.

There are labs to test your blood sugar, but things you experience every single day can also show you if your blood sugar needs some extra attention. Do you check off any of these boxes?


SIGNS OF BLOOD SUGAR DYSREGULATION


	Extreme thirst or hunger

	Urinating frequently

	Feeling weak or tired between meals

	Weight gain, inability to lose weight, or unintentional weight loss

	Acne or cystic acne

	
Feeling hungry often, or shortly after a meal

	Consistent sugar cravings

	Hair thinning or hair loss

	Low libido

	Not having a daily bowel movement

	Waking up throughout the night

	Desire to overeat or binge on foods

	Dark, velvety skin on neck, armpits, or groin

	Blurred vision

	Feeling irritable or anxious

	Dizziness and sweating

	Shakiness if going too long between meals

	Heart palpitations



If you checked off at least three boxes, there’s a good chance your blood sugar levels need extra attention.

To get even more information on your blood glucose levels, you can order labs, including:

Fasting glucose: This test measures the level of glucose (sugar) in your blood at that specific time. It can be measured with a finger prick or blood draw. Current medical guidelines recommend a level under 100 mg/dL, and the optimal range is between 72–85 mg/dL.

Fasting insulin: This test measures the level of insulin in your blood at a specific time and can monitor insulin resistance. This test is not as common as a fasting glucose test due to insulin being overlooked in our modern healthcare system. Because of that, there is not a scientific consensus on what an ideal number for fasting insulin should be. Some experts recommend a level under 10 μU/mL, while others recommend a value closer to 2–6 μU/mL.

Hemoglobin A1C: This test looks at the amount of sugar attached to a protein called hemoglobin for three consecutive months. Although everyone has some amount of sugar attached to hemoglobin, those with consistently higher blood sugar levels have a higher hemoglobin A1C value. This is a great test to assess overall blood sugar levels for a longer duration of time, and it is a common test used to diagnose prediabetes and type 2 diabetes. The following chart shows what the values mean.



	Diagnosis

	Hemoglobin A1C Level




	Normal range

	Below 5.7%




	Prediabetes

	5.7%–6.4%




	Diabetes

	6.5% and above




	Source: National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases 2018





I’d recommend getting these lab values checked at least annually to measure blood sugar status.

Another helpful way to look at your blood sugar levels is through a continuous glucose monitor (CGM). This allows you to look at your blood glucose levels at any time, or over a few hours or days. The CGM reviews your glucose level every couple of minutes and keeps track of it over time through a tiny sensor inserted under your skin (often on the arm or belly) or with an implantable sensor. This is a great way to see how certain foods impact your blood sugar and whether or not you’re experiencing quick spikes or drops in your blood sugar throughout the day. Keep in mind that food is meant to raise blood sugar levels to a certain extent. What’s most important is looking at the curve of your blood sugar levels during the day. Does it look like it has really high spikes and quick drops? Or does it look more like rolling hills? Ideally there should be no more than a 30 mg/dL increase from pre-meal levels. Foods impact everyone differently, and when I wore a CGM for two weeks, I learned a lot about how different foods impact my blood sugar levels throughout the day.

Continuous glucose monitors are typically only prescribed for those already diagnosed with prediabetes or diabetes, although they’re available from private companies for those who desire to use it for preventable health.


WHAT IF YOUR BLOOD WORK IS NORMAL?

If it is, awesome! As I’ve mentioned before, even if your blood sugar labs come back as normal, I’d still focus on supporting your blood sugar levels for preventative health. Although lab work can be a really helpful tool, sometimes just tuning in to your own symptoms, like sugar cravings or your energy between meals, can be a powerful tool as well. Oftentimes, it’s easy to disregard common struggles as “normal” (like sugar cravings) just because they’re common, when in fact, those struggles aren’t always “normal.” Moral of the story: lab testing can be a great tool, but it’s important to pay attention to how you feel during the day as well.

Alright, so now that you know some signs that your blood sugar needs support, let’s dive into HOW to begin optimizing your blood sugar with nutrition.


Quick tip: Lab tests can give great insight on blood sugar levels, but so can symptoms like energy levels, sugar cravings, sleep quality, hunger, and mood. Use the acronym SCHMEC (sleep, cravings, hunger, mood, energy, consistency) to assess yours on a daily basis.
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