
There is a strong connection between the consumption of added sugars and refined 
carbohydrates and cognitive decline.  This is a very hot-button topic for many people 
because a lot of us have such a close relationship with our sugar we can get defensive 
when someone suggests it may not serve our larger health goals.   We’ll get into more 
detail about the why part of the discussion but I want to start by looking at how 
drastically our consumption of excess sugar has changed over time: 
• During the 1800’s avg. person consumed 10 lbs. sugar per year. 
• Now the avg. American eats 150 – 180 lbs. per year. 
• That’s about ½ lbs sugar per day. 
• Almost 20x more than what we ate 200 years ago. 
• Where does all this sugar come from?  Not from an increase in the 

consumption of fruits and vegetables which contain natural sugars.  It comes 
from consuming larger portions and more added sugars.   There is hardly a 
packaged food on the market that doesn’t have some kind of added sugar in it. 

• Added sugars, just as the word says, are sugars that have been removed from 
their original source and added to processed foods & drinks.  

• Added sugars are found in sodas, yogurts, cereals, cookies, candies, Gatorade 
and other sweetened beverages. 

Carbohydrates or carbs are one of the 3 types or macronutrients that we need to 
survive. The other 2 are proteins and fats.  
• Carbohydrates are metabolized and broken down into the smallest particles 

our body can use for fuel: glucose, which I’ll refer to from here on out as sugar. 
• But not all carbohydrates are created equal. There are several ways to classify 

carbohydrates, one being simple vs complex carbohydrates. 
• Simple carbohydrates, also known as refined carbs, simple sugars or just sugar 

are short molecules that are rapidly broken down and absorbed into the 
bloodstream, causing your blood glucose to spike.   

• Complex carbs, also known as starches are longer chains, which means they 
are slower to get broken down and have a moderating effect on blood sugar.  

Page �  of �1 8

          Module 1:  
      Refined Carbohydrates & Brain Health Transcript



◦ Some examples of complex carbohydrates include: whole grains like 
brown rice, oatmeal, quinoa;  starchy vegetables, like yams, butternut 
squash and potato; and fruit such as watermelon, raspberries, and 
cantaloupe. 

◦ Fiber is a type of carbohydrate that humans cannot breakdown but that 
the beneficial bacteria in your large intestine use as food.  It also helps 
you create bulk to support bowel movements. Sources of fiber include 
beans, whole grains, seeds, nuts, fruits and vegetables.  

Many people are surprised to see how much sugar can creep into their diet even 
when they are actively avoiding desserts.  Sugar can be disguised under many 
different names, including: 
• Glucose 
• Fructose 
• Maltose 
• Dextrose 
• Sucrose 
• High fructose corn syrup 

Even natural sources of sugar can have the same impact on our body as added 
sugars.  Foods naturally high in sugar include: 
• Fruit juice  
• Molasses 
• Honey 
• Cane sugar 
• Agave 
• Maple sugar 
• Coconut sugar 

And it’s not only found in sodas, cakes, cookies and candies, it’s also hidden in: 
• Granola and energy bars 
• Yogurt 
• Flavored drinks 
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• Ketchup 
• Dried fruit 
• Salsa 
• Almost every packaged food found on the grocery store shelf! 

The sugar conversation is further complicated by zero calorie, chemical sweeteners 
which were introduced decades ago by the food industry with the allure of satisfying 
our sweet tooth without the negative side effects from sugar.  Unfortunately, research 
has shown that people that consume artificial sweeteners experience the same 
negative side effects as those who consume calorie laden sugars such as increased 
weight, elevated insulin response, and elevated triglycerides.  In fact, the use of 
artificial sweeteners can distort your idea of what sweet is due to the fact that they are 
200-600 times sweeter than actual table sugar.  This is problematic because this 
dominant sweet sensation will have impacts in to other food choices making the 
savory vegetables less desirable.   

Healthier, natural zero calorie sweeteners include herbs such as monk fruit or lo han 
guo and stevia as well as sugar alcohols such as  
• erythritol 
• sorbitol 
• xylitol 
• mannitol 

Despite having the word “alcohol” in their name, they don’t contain ethanol (the 
actual alcohol that makes you drunk). These are sugars that are not completely 
absorbed in the gut, therefore proceed with caution because they can cause 
digestive distress. 

Why is having excess refined carbohydrates a problem for your health? 
• When sugar enters your blood, it creates a complex cascade of changes in our 

body. When we eat it, several signaling pathways get activated and your body 
releases dopamine (the happy hormone) and insulin (the sugar handling 
hormone) to utilize sugar to fuel cellular energy. 
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• When sugar gets converted through our digestive process and enters the 
bloodstream, we call it glucose and it is one of the primary fuels for our cellular 
energy cycle. 

• So it’s complex! Glucose is not always bad for you, and the dietary form of 
carbohydrate that enters your body makes a difference in how the body 
handles it. 

• Glucose is our body’s primary source of fuel. 
• The trouble starts when refined carbohydrates enter the bloodstream quickly 

and spike insulin which creates a cascade of biochemical reactions that result in 
systemic inflammation.  As insulin rushes into the bloodstream to shuttle the 
glucose out, it often over compensates and we end up with a below average 
level of glucose in the blood which triggers a stress response, activating our 
cortisol and encouraging us to eat more refined carbohydrates in response to 
our energy crash.   

• Repeated often and over a long time, the effects of a high amount of refined 
carbohydrates set the stage for chronic inflammation which contributes to 
cognitive decline.  Continued high blood sugar will lead to insulin resistance 
and an inability to get glucose into the cell which effectively creates a state of 
starvation.  This is bad for any cell in our body and it doesn’t take much 
imagination to see how tragic this can be when applied to the cells of our brain 
called neurons. 

• The biggest issue with this chronic state of high blood sugar (glucose) is the 
over-activation of our body’s systems via diet and/or perceived stress. 

Many are surprised to hear how chronic levels of stress can mimic the metabolic 
dysregulation that a diet high in refined carbohydrates creates.  I want to take a look 
at the role stress plays so that you can understand why stress has its own module!  

What happens to our biochemistry when we are stressed? 
• Blood sugar rises! 

◦ Why? When you body is under stress, cortisol (the “stress hormone”) is 
released which circulates around the body ringing the alarm bells.  We 
must prepare for fight or flight (known as our sympathetic nervous 
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system) and we must support all the systems that are required to defend 
ourselves.  Everything about our digestion is shut down in order to 
provide resources to critical areas of the body to increase heart rate, 
dilate pupils, and provide glucose to skeletal muscles.  Thus, our blood 
sugar rises even though we may not have eaten any carbohydrates! 

◦ If this seems like a mismatch between our nervous system response and 
our modern environment where the type of stress we encounter is most 
likely to be emotional, that’s because it is!  It’s important to recognize 
this as it’s one of the biggest reasons why meditation and mindfulness 
are associated with improved health outcomes because they reduce the 
chronic cortisol-induced biochemistry that perpetuates inflammation. 

Insulin resistance: 
Elevated blood glucose will lead to a condition called insulin resistance which I want 
to dig into in more detail now 
• A good analogy for insulin resistance is the lesson we learned from the old 

story the Boy Who Cried Wolf.  Effectively, in response to consistent levels of 
elevated blood sugar which causes a consistently high level of insulin, the 
sensitivity of the cell membranes to the insulin decreases.  

• Then the body sees that there is too much glucose in the blood and signals the 
need for more insulin, and around this cycle goes until the body shuts down 
insulin production, leaving cells starving even though they are in an ocean of 
energy producing blood glucose.  

• This is Type 2 or Adult-onset Diabetes!  It happens at the cellular level around 
your body, including your brain. 

• What happens at first is high blood sugar and high insulin and people are 
prescribed drugs like metformin.  Eventually, the insulin will drop, blood sugar 
remain high and people are required to use external insulin to regulate their 
blood sugar within a normal range.    

• As I mentioned above, when cells become insulin resistant, brain cells also 
become insulin resistant which leaves them in a state of energy depletion, 
causing them to not function properly and eventually die.  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Regulation/treatment: 
• There are several lifestyle changes that will help you regulate your blood sugar 

levels, improve your insulin sensitivity, and reduce inflammation. 
• A good first step is to manage sugar coming from the diet 

◦ Initially decreasing the amount of refined carbohydrates is a good start – 
cutting out food such as soda, cake, ice cream, and cookies.     

• After this, you can pay more attention to reducing the spike of blood sugar by 
combining foods, so that you get a low-glycemic response which means your 
blood sugar elevation in response to a meal is small.  Combining 
macronutrients in a balanced way means using the blood sugar neutral protein 
and fat in foods to slow the release of blood sugar raising carbohydrates.  
Additionally, the more complex the carbohydrate, the slower the release into 
the bloodstream which creates a moderate insulin response. 

◦ So it’s important to make sure you’re combining a carbohydrates with 
fiber, good fats and/or protein. For example, snacks such as  
▪ Plain yogurt + berries + nuts 
▪ Apple + almond butter 

▪ Toast + eggs + avocado 

▪ Fruit smoothies + chia seeds 

▪ Coffee + sugar + coconut oil 
▪ Oatmeal + peanut butter 

When this doesn’t work, there is an alternate mechanism for your body to produce 
energy by using fats. It is achieved by consuming a diet high in fats, also known as a 
ketogenic diet which I discussed in detail earlier in the Whole Foods module.  To 
review, remember that a ketogenic diet focuses on restricting carbohydrate, 
moderating protein intake and getting most of your calories in the form of dietary fats 
(the good ones!) including avocados, fatty fish, nuts, seeds, MCT oil.  The goal of the 
diet is to shift the body from primarily using glucose as fuel to using fats as fuel. 
 Ketone bodies are the breakdown products of fat metabolism and can be either 
produced in your liver or can be taken externally.  Make sure you talk to a 
knowledgeable practitioner before trying a ketogenic diet as it is very difficult to get 
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the amount of fat required to truly be in ketosis and there are some reasons why you 
might not want to do a ketogenic diet. 

Labs: 
Hopefully you are all seeing your primary care doctor regularly and keeping track of 
your basic labs which screen for many markers of disease.  Here are the markers that 
you can keep track of to see how you are regulating your blood glucose and stress 
levels.  Many times you will have to ask your doctor for these unless you fasting 
glucose has been elevated in the past.  Most doctors are happy to oblige and getting 
these can help you keep track and make adjustments before the disease process 
starts and you have to discuss medications. 
• Hemoglobin A1C 
• Fasting Glucose 
• Fructosamine 
• Cortisol 
• Triglycerides 
• APOE4 4/4,3/4, 2/3 

Let’s review the role ApoE4 SNPs play in blood sugar management.  Studies show that 
diabetes dramatically increases the disease progression in people that have APOE4 
SNPs associated with an increased risk of AD.  However, there is evidence that high 
blood sugar, seen in people with diabetes and prediabetes, influences the 
progression of dementia, regardless of the status of their APOE4 gene. This illustrates 
how our lifestyle choices have a bigger impact on our health than our genes and 
when we focus on the things that we have control over such as the amount of refined 
carbohydrates that we eat or the stress management tools we develop, then we 
improve our health outcomes regardless of the genetic variations we brought with us 
into the world. 

What are your next steps for this week? 
• Review any additional information you are interested in from the resources 

section. 
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• Make an assessment of where you are currently at in terms of your refined 
sugar intake. 
◦ How much refined carbohydrates are you eating right now?  Use an 

application such as cronometer to help increase your understanding. 

◦ Is stress creating high blood sugar and insulin which is creating chronic 
inflammation?  What tools can you use to mitigate this? 

◦ Are you consuming diet soda or other sources of artificial sweetener? 
◦ Do you know what your fasting glucose and Hemoglobin A1C markers 

look like?  If not can you get new blood work done? 

◦ If you currently have diet soda, cookies, cakes, and other sweets in your 
diet, what are the barriers to replacing these with healthier alternatives? 
 What do you have to gain and loose if this changes? 

• Complete Your Healthy Mind Workbook for Food and set aside time this 
week to work on this health goal.
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