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INTRODUCTION



Sugar Scare


A simple blood test changed my life. It may have even saved my life because the results revealed something about me that I didn’t know and would never have guessed: I had a problem with sugar.


My doctor told me I had “prediabetes.” A prediabetes diagnosis meant my blood sugar level was higher than it should be but not yet high enough to be classified as “type 2 diabetes.” Prediabetes is one key condition in a cluster of health problems (including high blood pressure, abnormal cholesterol, and a high triglyceride level) that some doctors refer to as “metabolic syndrome.” This cluster of health issues increases my risk of heart disease and stroke. The blood test showed that I could be on the express train headed for full-blown type 2 diabetes and could potentially need daily insulin injections if I didn’t make some lifestyle changes to prevent it from getting worse.


This was all a huge shock to me. Actually, I left my doctor’s office shaking. See, as a health journalist for nearly two decades, I’ve been well aware of prediabetes and the frightening things that can happen if it turns into type 2 diabetes and isn’t managed properly. Having high levels of glucose (sugar) in your blood means your body isn’t processing the sugar you get from foods properly to use as energy. Untreated, elevated blood sugar can damage your heart, brain, kidneys and eyes. Diabetes can lead to limb amputation, blindness, kidney and nerve damage, and Alzheimer’s disease. So, you can imagine why this news worried me. And why it surprised me. I had no idea I was getting too much sugar in my diet.


You might not either.


But that’s exactly why diabetes should concern you, too. It can sneak up on you even when you think your health is fine. This book will show you where to find the sources of hidden sugars in your diet and how to reduce their negative impact on your health. The good news for all of us is that by taking control of our health with the simple steps outlined in this book we can drop pounds, lose belly fat (a key risk factor for diabetes) and keep our blood sugar under control all at the same time. And if you have prediabetes or even type 2 diabetes, you can reverse that diagnosis, doctors say, through simple changes to your eating habits and getting more physical activity every day. It worked for me and I know it can work for you, too.


Your No Sugar Solution


Type 2 diabetes is a dangerous disease that is now reaching epidemic proportions in the United States and most of the world. From 1988 to 2014, the number of people with the disease has increased by 382 percent. Now, nearly 10 percent of the U.S. population, or 29 million people, have diabetes, according to the American Diabetes Association, and more than a quarter don’t know they have it. Many, many more Americans are headed toward a type 2 diagnosis. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) says 86 percent of adult Americans—that’s more than a third of the population—are living with prediabetes. The CDC says 90 percent of them have no idea they are at risk.


How the heck did I become one of them? I write about nutrition and exercise every day. I believed my diet was much healthier than that of most people simply because I’m exposed to nutrition information every day. It’s my job to keep up with medical journals with names like Clinical Nutrition, Journal of Endocrinology and JAMA, The Journal of the American Medical Association. I’m a runner. I lift weights pretty regularly. I’m not obese. I rarely drink soda. I don’t smoke. And because of all of the above, I never thought to have my blood sugar level tested. Ever.


Then, while doing research for a book about healthy aging, I went to Quest Diagnostics for a blood draw to test for various markers of health, including high blood sugar. The test that revealed my prediabetes is called the hemoglobin A1c blood test (HbA1c for short). Hemoglobin (Hb) is a protein in red blood cells that carries oxygen from the lungs to the body’s tissues. When a person’s blood sugar becomes high, glucose (a type of sugar) attaches to the hemoglobin. The hemoglobin becomes glycosylated. Think of a jelly donut (the red blood cell) covered in powdered sugar (the glucose). The glucose stays attached for the life of the red blood cells, about 2 to 3 months. So a hemoglobin A1c blood test measures the amount of sugarcoated hemoglobin in the blood for the 2 to 3 months before the test. That’s what makes it so useful; it measures high blood sugar over time.


My HbA1c topped 5.8%, which put me in the prediabetes category, according to my doctor, Florence Comite, MD, an endocrinologist in New York City. Now, some doctors wouldn’t be very alarmed at my score. It’s on the low end of the prediabetes spectrum, but Dr. Comite is more aggressive than most. She practices what’s called Precision Medicine, looking deep into one’s whole physiology to prevent disease before it emerges. She knew that I had a family history of diabetes, so she wanted to make sure I nipped this in the bud. And subsequent blood tests suggested that my numbers were trending toward diabetes. If your HbA1c results are 6.5% or higher, you have type 2 diabetes. Now that I think about it, I should have been smarter about getting checked out sooner. My mom has had elevated high blood sugar over the years. And my grandfather was diabetic.


Your Crystal Ball


HbA1c is one of the most useful diagnostic tests and predictors of your potential longevity. It’s like peering into a crystal ball to see your health future. How? Because the higher your numbers, the higher your chances for developing long-term health problems caused by consistently elevated blood sugar levels. Your blood sugar has a huge impact on your veins and tissues and can over time trigger a host of problems including obesity, heart attacks, strokes, kidney failure, vision problems and numbness in your legs or feet. That’s scary stuff.


But that scary stuff doesn’t happen overnight, or even next month, which, for some people, makes doing anything about their high blood sugar seem less urgent. But while kidney failure may not be in your near future, consider something that your high blood sugar could be doing to you right now: storing belly fat. The carbohydrates that you eat, especially those simple sugars like high fructose corn syrup and others that are added to processed foods to make them taste sweet, are not benign; they impact your body in significant ways.


See, sugar causes your body to release the hormone insulin. And when insulin is present in your bloodstream, you don’t burn body fat, you store it, typically in your abdomen and thighs. So, if you’re looking for an urgent reason to pay attention to your blood sugar levels, and even if you aren’t worried about your health five years from now, think about the upcoming beach season.


My hope, however, is that you’ll be more concerned about the health impact of a continuous overload of sugar bombarding your body than just fitting into a swimsuit. Here’s what’s happening inside you that you can’t see when you have high blood sugar: When you eat something high in carbohydrates and get a sugar level spike or the sugar stays in your bloodstream too long, the insulin that has been deployed to clear it from your bloodstream can’t work fast enough. The excess glucose (sugar) stays there and it becomes corrosive to your veins and tissues. To protect your tissues, your body has a backup plan; it converts and stores the sugar as fat. If your blood sugar spikes again and again and again from a regular diet of high-carbohydrate meals and sugary drinks, more and more insulin is needed to do the same job that a little did before. This is insulin resistance or what’s commonly known as prediabetes. If nothing is done to reverse prediabetes, eventually your pancreas will stop producing insulin and you become diabetic. This is type 2 diabetes. You may need to take medication to help your body clear sugar from your bloodstream. If lifestyle changes and prescription pills do not manage the disease, you may need to inject synthetic insulin.


Losing just 7 percent of your body weight can cut your risk of developing diabetes by 60 percent.


Now you can understand why I was so concerned about my prediabetes diagnosis. I have a family. I want to be as healthy as possible for as long as possible. Fortunately, I have a proactive doctor and a lot of research material at my disposal. I took my diagnosis very seriously and started schooling myself on things that I could do to reverse my prediabetes. The first and easiest step is something you can begin doing today: Spot the added sugars in your foods and start avoiding them.


As I mentioned earlier, the good news for me and you is that there is so much we can do on our own to bring our blood sugar under control. It starts with knowledge, says Michael Pinone, MD, MPH, who is a member of the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force that recently recommended screening for high blood glucose in all overweight adults 40 to 70 years of age. “If we can identify people at risk and help them make lifestyle changes, we may decrease their risk of progressing to diabetes and prevent the serious complications associated with this illness,” he says.


By following my doctor’s advice and using the strategies in this book, I’ve reduced my HbA1c enough that I’m no longer prediabetic. Plus, I’ve lost 10 pounds of fat while adding 6 pounds of muscle. And I feel great. Now, I want you to enjoy the same health-altering results that I did by sharing these simple strategies with you.


Prediabetes and Type 2 diabetes are serious health issues. If you suspect you have high blood sugar, ask your doctor to test you. If you’re like I was and feel that you’re in the clear, answer the self-check questions on page 18. Your results may give you the extra nudge you need to schedule a visit to your doctor to be properly evaluated. If you are already prediabetic or diabetic, carefully follow your doctor’s treatment plan. It’s critical that people who are taking insulin for diabetes do not stop therapy unless directed to do so by their physician. This book is not a substitute for medication or a doctor’s treatment.


But you can use this book as additional firepower to build a fitter, healthier body right now and prevent this dangerous disease from ever giving you trouble. Build a plan using this book. Be realistic. You’re not going to lower a high A1C overnight. It takes time. However, following the 14-Day No Sugar Diet plan will put you on the fast-track to eating healthier for life, gaining control over your blood sugar, and losing pounds. I can’t stress enough how important it is to lose weight. It’s the best thing you can do to improve your health and prevent type 2 diabetes, and the benefits start occurring very quickly. Scientists at the American Diabetes Association cite studies proving that losing just 7 percent of your body weight can cut your risk of developing the disease by 60 percent.


Think about that for a sec. If you weigh 160 pounds, that’s about 11 pounds. You can lose that in two or three weeks. If you weigh 280 pounds, 7 percent is about 20 pounds. So, you can see how much you can personally impact your health without resorting to drugs. In just two weeks, you can build the foundation of a lifestyle to prevent a disease that targets just about everyone.





CHAPTER
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Lose Weight, Live Longer


The benefits of the 14-Day No Sugar Diet


HERE’S THE wonderful news about starting a plan to reduce the amount of added sugars in your daily diet: It will have a snowball effect on your entire life. Everything you do to prevent the progression of prediabetes will help you look and feel better and perform at your best. Eating healthier will encourage you to be more active. You’ll handle stress better, improve your sleep habits, and feel more optimistic about life. Everybody wants those things and everyone can have them by making some simple daily changes that you’ll find in this book. Here’s exactly what you can expect to gain:


You’ll Curb Cravings and Feel Fuller Longer


Nutrition researchers from the University of Copenhagen found that basing meals around high-fiber plant foods like those used in the 14-Day No Sugar Diet meal plan improved feelings of satiety. That means making a few simple adjustments to your dinner plate can keep you from succumbing to the call of cookies and ice cream an hour after supper. Study participants felt fuller longer than those who consumed meat protein meals. In fact, the subjects who ate protein from beans and peas consumed an average of 12 percent fewer calories at their next meal than if they had eaten meat. Think about that: Meals with meat are typically very satiating, but this study showed that high-fiber plant protein was even more effective at keeping post-meal cravings at bay.


You’ll Improve Your Insulin Sensitivity


According to a double blind clinical study published in the Journal of Nutritionin 2010, obese, insulin-resistant people who drank two blueberry smoothies daily and did nothing else to change their lifestyles or diets boosted their insulin sensitivity by 10 percent or more. This is important because being resistant to insulin can lead to type 2 diabetes. (Check out chapter 8’s delicious low-sugar smoothie recipes.) Remember, you want your body to be sensitive to insulin, so you can metabolize blood sugars more efficiently.


You’ll Cut Your Risk of Developing Type 2 Diabetes in Half


Excess weight is the single most important cause of type 2 diabetes. In fact, being obese makes you up to 40 times more likely to develop diabetes than someone who is a normal weight. But by following the 14-Day No Sugar Diet, you should be able to safely lose enough weight to dramatically cut your risk. Remember what those diabetes scientists found? Losing just 7 to 10 percent of your body weight can cut your chances of developing type 2 by 60 percent. Make that your goal. Even a 5 percent reduction in weight delivers significant benefits.


You’ll Have More Energy


Fatigue is a common complaint of people who eat lots of sugars and have high blood sugar. But managing high blood sugar by limiting certain foods can cause exhaustion, too, because cells are being deprived of fuel. The balancing act needs to be done right. Our structured meal plan will help keep your blood sugar stable while maintaining a high energy level throughout the day so you won’t need caffeine or chocolate pick-me-ups to get you through the doldrums.


You’ll Strengthen Your Muscles


Every time you see a sugar bowl, a box of sugary cereal or a bottle of juice containing HFCS (high fructose corn syrup), I want you to think “muscle shrinker” because that’s what sugar is. Scientists have recently linked refined sugar intake to age-related muscle wasting, a condition that doctors call sarcopenia. After age 30, your muscle mass and strength naturally start to decline. A poor diet full of sugary, processed foods can speed up the progression of sarcopenia. And muscle loss can speed up the progression from prediabetes to type 2 diabetes. Do you see how diet impacts muscle and muscle impacts your health? You truly are what you eat! Recent research by scientists from the University of Delaware and the National Institute on Aging suggests that reducing starchy, sweet and processed foods may help us hold onto our precious muscle and strength. And when you have more muscle mass, uptake of glucose improves, reducing your risk of insulin resistance.


You’ll Improve Your Heart Health


A 2012 study by Johns Hopkins Medical School researchers showed that a diet that’s low in carbohydrates could improve artery function. Also that year, an analysis of 23 clinical studies published in The American Journal of Epidemiology found that keeping blood sugar stable with a low-carbohydrate diet is effective at reducing risk of metabolic syndrome and heart disease. Compared to people on a low-fat diet, low-carb eaters in this study significantly reduced their total cholesterol, LDL (bad) cholesterol and triglycerides levels and improved their HDL (good) cholesterol. The 14-Day No Sugar Diet will dramatically reduce your reliance on high-carb processed foods that lead to heart problems.


Your Belly Will Shrink


Carrying a big belly is the number 1 risk factor for type 2 diabetes. Fortunately, there’s a well-documented remedy for too much belly fat: a reduced-sugar diet. By changing your habit of eating high-calorie sugary carbs, your body will respond by burning fat stored around your middle for energy instead of all those sugars from processed carbs. Researchers compared losing weight through a low-fat diet and a low-carb diet in subjects over the course of a six-month diet plan. Each test group ate the same number of calories in their diets; only the carb and fat content differed. It turned out that the low-carb dieters lost an average of 10 pounds more than those on the low-fat diet. What’s more, the researchers found that belly fat loss percentage was much higher for the low-carb group than the low-fat group.


You’ll Feel Happier


By shrinking your belly fat, you’ll reduce levels of the stress hormone cortisol that’s associated with a build up of visceral fat, the dangerous fat that surrounds your organs. In the Study of Women’s Health Across the Nation, researchers found that middle-age women who had more visceral belly fat also had more hostility and symptoms of depression. According to a different study of 12,000 people by researchers at the University of Warwick, improving the diet by adding more servings of fruits and vegetables incrementally improves feelings of happiness. Most dramatically, people who went from eating almost no produce to eight daily portions of fruits and vegetables boosted their psychological well-being as much as they would if they went from being unemployed to employed.


You’ll Think Clearer


Avoiding the sugar crush can also do wonders for keeping you as smart as a whip, suggests new research exploring the impact of food on the brain. Reduced levels of insulin in the blood and markers of inflammation correlated with improved cognitive function, especially memory, in a study at University of Munster. Researchers there placed subjects between ages 50 and 80 into one of three groups. One group ate a reduced-calorie diet; one group a diet low in saturated fat, and the third ate as they normally did. At the end of the 3-month experiment, only the low-calorie group experienced a significant (above 20 percent) improvement in their ability to recall words on a list. That clear-thinking group also had the lowest blood insulin and lowest levels of an inflammation marker called C-reactive protein.


You’ll Protect Yourself from Dementia


Several studies, including research published in the New England Journal of Medicine, have linked high blood sugar to dementia. In fact, some doctors refer to Alzheimer’s disease as “type 3 diabetes.” Why? Well, insulin is a vasodilator that increases blood flow throughout the body, including the brain. When you have insulin resistance, cerebral blood flow is compromised. Poor blood flow affects neuroplasticity, or brain plasticity, the brain’s amazing ability to change and adapt by forming new connections between neurons.
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Start Shedding Sugar Pounds Now


Get a head start in four simple steps


BEFORE YOU embark on the 14-Day No Sugar Diet program, I’d like you to do something. You can start it now even before you read beyond this chapter. Call it a warm-up or pre-game prep.
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