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Sugar	has	become	one	of	the	most	talked-about	parts	of	the	diet,	but	the	word	covers
two	quite	different	things.	The	sugar	naturally	present	in	fruit	or	milk	isn't	the	same,	in
dietary	terms,	as	the	sugar	added	to	a	fizzy	drink	or	a	biscuit	—	even	though	chemically
they	overlap.

This	guide	explains	the	difference	between	added	and	naturally	occurring	sugars,	why
the	distinction	matters,	and	how	to	spot	added	sugars	on	a	label.
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What	are	natural	sugars?

Natural	sugars	are	those	found	naturally	within	whole	foods.	The	fructose	in	an	apple,
the	lactose	in	milk,	and	the	sugars	in	vegetables	are	all	natural	sugars.	Crucially,	they
arrive	as	part	of	a	whole	food	—	accompanied	by	fibre,	water,	vitamins	and	minerals.	In
a	piece	of	fruit,	the	fibre	slows	how	quickly	the	sugar	is	absorbed	and	the	food	is	filling,
so	people	rarely	overconsume	it.

What	are	added	sugars?

Added	sugars	are	sugars	introduced	into	foods	and	drinks	during	manufacturing,
cooking	or	at	the	table.	This	includes	the	sugar	in	soft	drinks,	sweets,	many	baked
goods,	sauces	and	even	some	savoury	products.	These	sugars	add	energy	(calories)	but
typically	little	else,	which	is	why	dietary	guidance	around	the	world	tends	to	focus	on
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reducing	them.

Why	the	distinction	matters

The	reason	guidance	singles	out	added	sugars	is	context.	When	sugar	comes	within
whole	fruit,	it's	hard	to	overeat	and	comes	with	nutritional	benefits.	When	sugar	is
added	to	processed	foods	and	drinks,	it's	easy	to	consume	large	amounts	quickly	—
especially	in	liquid	form	—	without	feeling	full.	This	is	the	practical	basis	for	the
common	advice	to	limit	added	sugars	while	not	demonising	fruit.

The	many	names	for	added	sugar

Added	sugar	rarely	appears	simply	as	'sugar'	on	an	ingredient	list.	It	hides	under
dozens	of	names:	sucrose,	glucose,	fructose,	dextrose,	maltose,	corn	syrup,	high-
fructose	corn	syrup,	invert	sugar,	molasses,	cane	juice,	and	syrups	of	various	kinds.	If
several	of	these	appear,	or	one	appears	high	in	the	list,	the	product	likely	contains	a
meaningful	amount	of	added	sugar.

How	to	find	added	sugars	on	a	label

Many	nutrition	labels	now	separate	out	'added	sugars'	under	the	total	sugars	line,
which	makes	the	job	easy.	Where	that	isn't	provided,	the	ingredient	list	is	your	tool:
scan	for	sugar	under	its	many	names	and	note	how	high	up	it	appears.	Remember	that
total	sugars	include	natural	sugars	too,	so	for	a	product	like	plain	yoghurt	or	milk,	some
of	the	listed	sugar	is	naturally	occurring.

A	balanced	perspective

None	of	this	means	sugar	is	poison	or	that	a	treat	is	forbidden.	It	means	being	aware	of
where	sugar	is	coming	from.	Enjoying	whole	fruit	freely	while	being	mindful	of	added
sugars	in	drinks	and	processed	foods	is	a	sensible,	sustainable	approach	for	most
people.	As	always,	individual	needs	vary,	and	personalised	advice	should	come	from	a
qualified	professional.

Added	vs	natural	sugars	at	a	glance

The	two	aren't	chemically	different	in	the	body,	but	the	foods	that	carry	them	are	very
different	packages.	This	summary	captures	why	context	matters	more	than	the	sugar
molecule	itself:

Natural	sugars Added	sugars

Typical	sources Whole	fruit,	plain	milk,	vegetables
Sweets,	sodas,	many	sauces	and	baked
goods

Comes	with Fibre,	water,	vitamins,	minerals Usually	little	else	of	nutritional	value

Effect	on	fullness Fibre	and	volume	help	you	feel	full Easy	to	over-consume,	little	satiety

Practical
guidance

Generally	fine	as	part	of	a	varied
diet

Worth	limiting

The	takeaway	isn't	that	fruit	is	‘bad	because	it	has	sugar’	—	it's	that	the	same	amount	of



sugar	behaves	very	differently	depending	on	what	it	arrives	with.

Common	misconceptions	about	sugar

Sugar	attracts	more	myths	than	almost	any	nutrient.	A	few	worth	correcting:

‘Fruit	is	as	bad	as	candy.’	Whole	fruit	delivers	sugar	alongside	fibre,	water	and

nutrients,	which	changes	how	it's	handled	and	how	full	you	feel.

‘Brown	sugar	and	honey	are	health	foods.’	They	still	count	as	added	sugars;
the	differences	are	minor.

‘No	added	sugar	means	sugar-free.’	The	product	can	still	contain	plenty	of
naturally	occurring	sugar.

Practical	ways	to	cut	back	gradually

Reducing	added	sugar	works	best	as	a	series	of	small	swaps	rather	than	a	sudden	ban.
Try	these	one	at	a	time:

Dilute	or	halve	sugary	drinks,	then	move	toward	water	or	unsweetened	options.

Buy	plain	yoghurt	and	add	your	own	fruit	instead	of	pre-sweetened	tubs.

Check	sauces,	dressings	and	cereals,	where	added	sugar	often	hides	in	savoury

products.

Let	your	palate	adjust	—	tastes	recalibrate	over	a	few	weeks,	and	very	sweet	foods

start	to	taste	too	sweet.

This	is	general	information,	not	dietary	advice;	consult	a	professional	about	your
individual	needs.

Why	the	distinction	matters	for	everyday	choices

Understanding	the	difference	between	added	and	naturally	occurring	sugars	is
genuinely	useful	for	everyday	food	choices,	and	appreciating	why	the	distinction
matters	helps	you	interpret	labels	and	make	sensible	decisions	without	falling	into
needless	anxiety	about	all	sugar.	Naturally	occurring	sugars	are	those	found	within
whole	foods	as	nature	packages	them,	such	as	the	sugars	in	fruit	or	milk,	which	arrive
alongside	other	beneficial	components	like	fibre,	water,	vitamins	and	minerals	that
affect	how	the	body	handles	them	and	that	contribute	to	a	nutritious	diet.	Added
sugars,	by	contrast,	are	those	introduced	to	foods	during	processing	or	preparation,
contributing	sweetness	and	calories	but	generally	without	the	accompanying	nutrients,
which	is	why	health	guidance	commonly	focuses	on	moderating	added	sugars
specifically	rather	than	condemning	all	sugar	indiscriminately.	This	distinction	matters
practically	because	it	directs	attention	where	it	is	most	useful:	rather	than	fearing	the
natural	sugar	in	a	piece	of	fruit,	which	comes	as	part	of	a	wholesome	food,	it	makes
more	sense	to	be	mindful	of	added	sugars,	which	can	accumulate	quickly	and	often	hide
in	products	people	do	not	think	of	as	sweet.	Reading	ingredient	lists	and	nutrition
information	with	this	understanding	lets	you	spot	added	sugars	and	make	informed
comparisons	between	products,	while	still	enjoying	whole	foods	that	contain	natural
sugars	as	part	of	a	balanced	diet.	The	takeaway	is	not	that	sugar	is	simply	good	or	bad,
but	that	context	matters:	the	same	molecule	behaves	differently	depending	on	the



company	it	keeps,	and	focusing	on	moderating	added	sugars	while	embracing	nutritious
whole	foods	is	a	far	more	sensible	and	sustainable	approach	than	treating	all	sugar	as
identical.	This	is	general	information	and	not	personalised	dietary	advice.

Printable	checklist

Summary

Natural	sugars	occur	within	whole	foods	like	fruit,	vegetables	and	milk,	where	they
come	packaged	with	fibre,	water	and	nutrients.	Added	sugars	are	those	put	into	foods
and	drinks	during	processing	or	preparation.	The	concern	in	most	dietary	guidance
centres	on	added	(or	'free')	sugars,	because	they	add	energy	with	little	else.	You	can
spot	them	on	labels	via	the	'added	sugars'	line	and	by	many	names	in	the	ingredient	list.
This	is	general	information,	not	medical	advice.

Key	Takeaways

Natural	sugars	come	within	whole	foods,	packaged	with	fibre	and	nutrients.

Added	sugars	are	put	into	foods	during	processing	or	preparation.

Most	dietary	guidance	focuses	on	limiting	added	or	'free'	sugars.

Sugar	hides	under	many	names	in	ingredient	lists.

Whole	fruit	is	generally	treated	differently	from	added	sugar.

Frequently	Asked	Questions

Is	the	sugar	in	fruit	bad	for	me?

For	most	people,	the	natural	sugar	in	whole	fruit	is	not	a	concern	—	it	comes	with	fibre,
water	and	nutrients,	and	is	hard	to	overeat.	Guidance	about	limiting	sugar	generally
targets	added	sugars,	not	whole	fruit.

Is	honey	an	added	sugar?

When	honey,	syrups	or	fruit	juice	are	added	to	a	product,	they	are	generally	treated	as
added	(or	'free')	sugars	in	dietary	guidance,	even	though	they	are	'natural'	in	origin,
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because	they	add	sugar	outside	the	whole-food	matrix.

How	much	added	sugar	is	too	much?

Recommended	limits	vary	by	country	and	individual,	so	there's	no	single	figure	that	fits
everyone.	Reducing	sugary	drinks	and	checking	labels	for	added	sugars	is	a	practical
starting	point.	For	specific	targets,	consult	a	qualified	professional.
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