
 

 

GRAPES: The Sweet Truth 

Obesity is the most common health problem that children face today1-4 and is rapidly becoming one of the most 
important medical and public health problems of our times. 
 
The Health Survey for England (2012) found that among UK children aged 2 to 15 years, 14 per cent of both boys and 
girls were classed as obese and 28 per cent of both boys and girls were classed as either overweight or obese.5 

 
The aetiology of overweight and obesity is complex and multi-factorial. However, sugar is regarded as a major factor in 
causing obesity and diabetes both in the UK and worldwide. Subsequently campaign groups came to light and an 
awareness (in some cases even an obsession) has been created surrounding sugar consumption. 

 
 

SUGAR IN THE DIET 
 

People really do eat too much sugar. According to the National Diet and Nutrition Survey, a rolling research 
programme that aims to give a yearly snapshot of our eating habits, found that the average Briton consumes 91g of 
sugar a day6 – about 22 teaspoonsful, going by the generally accepted 4.2g in a spoon. The love affair with sugar can 
mean that many individuals are getting too many calories, which is one of the causes behind our ever-expanding 
waistlines.  
 
The kind of sugar we eat too much of is ‘free or added sugars’. Added sugars are found in foods such as cereals, 
sweets, cakes, biscuits, chocolate, some fizzy drinks and juice drinks. Sugar that is added to food and drink by us or by 
manufacturers contributes to our overall energy intake. These foods can be high in energy (measured in either 
kilojoules/kJ or calories/kcal) and often have few other nutrients. Eating these foods too often can mean you eat more 
calories than you need, which can lead to weight gain and obesity. Being overweight can increase your risk of health 
conditions such as heart disease and other health conditions e.g. some cancers and type 2 diabetes. In particular, 
drinking lots of sugary drinks has been linked to an increased risk of type 2 diabetes.7 Consuming too many sugary 
drinks and food can also cause tooth decay.  
 
Thus, most of us could do with eating less sugar, particularly free or added sugar. Therefore, we should identify the 
sources of sugar in our diet and decide what to cut out completely and what to cut down on.  
 
Experts agree that you don’t need to cut down on sugars found naturally in foods such as fruit or dairy products 
because these foods contain lots of nutrients that are good for us. It is the food high in added sugar – such as sweets, 
biscuits, sugary drinks, which contain lots of calories but few other nutrients (referred to as ‘empty’ calories) – that we 
should be trying to consume less of. 
 
 

HOW MUCH SUGAR IS TOO MUCH? 
 

The World Health Organisation published a set of guidelines in 2015 for the maximum sugar intake in adults and 
children.8 By conducting a meta-analysis of several randomised controlled trials they identified an association between 
consumption of free or added sugars and increased body weight as well as consumption of free or added sugars and 
dental caries.  Based on the evidence reviewed, they were able to generate guidelines on sugar consumption. 
 
 



 

 

They strongly recommend a reduced intake of free or added sugars throughout the life course. They recommend 
adults and children reduce their daily intake of free or added sugars to less than 10% of their total energy (calorie) 
intake. A further reduction to below 5% or roughly 25 grams (6 teaspoons) per day would provide additional health 
benefits. 
 
Children should have less sugar. No more than 19g a day for children aged 4 to 6 years old (4 teaspoons) and no more 
than 24g (5 teaspoons) for children aged 7 to 10 years old. 
 
The British Dietetic Association welcomes these guidelines on sugar intake since the UK population consumes too 
much sugar in the diet, especially children and teenagers, who are consuming 50% more sugar than the maximum 
recommended amount.9,10 

 
 

FORMS OF SUGAR 
 

When it comes to reducing sugar intake, your goal should be to limit foods high in sugar. Nutrition labels tell you how 
much sugar a food contains. If an item's total sugar content is over 22.5g per 100g, it is high in sugar. Anything under 
5g of total sugar per 100g is low. 
 
Read food labels and watch out for other words used to describe added sugar in the ingredients list. These are e.g. 
sucrose, glucose, fructose, maltose, lactose, corn sweetener, corn syrup, honey, dextrose, molasses, malt syrup, fruit 
juice, hydrolysed starch, invert sugar listed as ingredients.10 

 
 

SUGAR IN FRUIT 
 
The primary sugar in fruit is fructose, which some refer to as fruit sugar. Different fruits contain varying quantities of 
the natural sugar fructose. 
 
Grapes, peaches, plums, berries, melons - many people pass summer’s fruits in fear of their sugar content. The idea 
that fruit, in particular grapes, is the enemy and may be a less healthy choice is fuelled by the current preoccupation 
with sugar but looking at one nutrient in isolation, without considering what else a food brings, is a real mistake. 
 
When looking at the nutritional composition of grapes (see table below), grapes are a fruit naturally high in fructose – 
a small bunch (110 grams) contains 16.2 grams of carbohydrates (3½ teaspoons of sugar).11 What many people do not 
realise is that there is a huge difference between naturally occurring sugar found in fruits and added sugars. Added 
sugar lacks the multiple health promoting qualities of fruits provided by phenols, fibre, vitamins, and minerals.  
 
Nutritional composition11 

 

Serving size Mass  Carbohydrates Protein Fat Fibre Calories 

1 small bunch 110g 16.2g 0.8g 0.1g 2.2g 78kcal 

  
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.pbhfoundation.org/about/res/pic/glossary/


 

 

NOT ALL SUGARS ARE CREATED EQUAL 
 

Sugar is sugar - right? Not quite. Not all sugars are the same – and it’s probably more helpful to look at the Glycaemic 
Index (GI) of foods.  
 
Glycaemic Index (GI)  
Carbohydrates are made up of chains of molecules known as monosaccharides (also known as simple sugars) such a 
glucose, fructose and sucrose. The GI is a measure of the effect that different foods have on blood sugar levels after 
they have been eaten. It is a ‘blood glucose indicator’ and measures how quickly carbohydrates in a food are broken 
down by the digestive system into these basic building blocks, and then absorbed into the blood. 
 
The GI is ranked from 0 – 100 which indicates whether a food will raise blood sugar levels dramatically, moderately or 
slightly. Glucose is absorbed very quickly from the digestive system and causes blood sugars to rise instantly. Glucose 
is therefore given a GI score of 100. Foods with similar scores will have a similar effect on blood sugar. Foods with low 
scores will have a slow and gradual rise in blood sugar. 
 
Low GI foods:    Below 55     
Intermediate GI foods:  55 – 77     
High GI foods:   More than 77    
 
Slow release carbohydrates, release glucose at a slow rate into the blood stream. This helps to control blood sugar 
levels in individuals and is especially helpful in people with Diabetes or other blood glucose control problems. Not only 
does low GI food keep blood sugars under control, it also lowers insulin levels throughout the day. This is very helpful 
in patients with insulin resistance and patients who are trying to manage their weight seeing that lower levels of 
insulin is associated with a decrease in appetite. 
 
Low GI foods also have a beneficial effect on cholesterol levels, keeping triglyceride levels low and maintaining good 
cholesterol (HDL) levels if used in combination with lower fat eating. Low GI foods are also useful in persons struggling 
with chronic fatigue syndrome (ME), polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS), candidiasis, inflammatory diseases, 
fibromyalgia syndrome (FMS) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) – as well as sportsman - to optimize 
their blood glucose control. 
 
In terms of blood sugar regulation, not all fruits are created equal either. Watermelon, for example, has a relatively 
high GI value in the range of 70-75. Grapes have been classified as a low GI food, with GI values ranging between 43 - 
53. Other low GI fruits include deciduous, citrus fruit and berries - it is therefore a good choice as part of a meal or as a 
snack.11,12 

 
 
  



 

 

 SUGAR CONTENT OF COMMON FOODS 
 

Many supposedly "healthy" fruit snacks aimed at children contain more sugar than sweets (see table below).  The 
campaign group, Action on Sugar, looked at products on UK sale, such as coated dried fruit and found a third 
contained three or four teaspoons of sugar and 85% were more sugary than Haribo Starmix sweets.13 

 
Sugar content of food products on sale in UK13 

 

Product Sugar content  Teaspoons of sugar** 

Bassetts Jelly Babies (per packet – 190g) 140g 33 

Haribo Starmix (per bag -215g) 100g 24 

Skittles (per packet -55g) 49g 11 ½  

Liquorice Allsorts (10 sweets) 40g 9 ½  

Marshmallows (10 sweets) 40g 9 ½  

Coca Cola Original (per can – 330ml) 35g 8 

Capri-Sun (per pouch – 330ml) 33g 8 

Muller Crunch Corner Strawberry 
Shortcake Yoghurt (per tub – 135g) 

24g 6 

Whitworths Sunny Yoghurt Coated 
Raisins (per packet -25g) 

16g 4 

Kellogg’s Nutri-Grain Fruit Breakfast Bars 
(per par – 37g) 

11g 2 ½  

Kellogg’s Coco Pops Snack Bar (per bar -
20g) 

8g 2 

**One level teaspoon of sugar is equal to 4.2 grams of granulated sugar 
Source: Action on Sugar 
 
Action on Sugar said that parents should give their children fresh fruit and vegetables instead of processed fruit 
snacks. And called on food manufacturers to stop adding unnecessary sugars to fruit-based snacks while labelling them 
as contributing to "one of your five a day". Whole, unprocessed fruit is healthier than processed fruit snacks and fruit 
juice drinks, as it contains vitamins, minerals, water and fibre, and does not cause the devastating tooth decay we see 
in young children today.13 

 
 

HEALTH BENEFITS OF GRAPES 
 
Mother Nature put more thought and chemistry into her fruits than just sweetness. Grapes have health benefits that 
far outweigh the sugar content.  
 
The potential health benefits of consuming grapes are numerous, with past studies associating them with prevention 
of cancer, heart disease, high blood pressure and constipation.14-24 Grapes also have some special components that 
make them even more essential to our health, giving them "super food" status. With their overwhelming number of 
health-supportive phytonutrients, it is not surprising that grapes have been shown to provide many of our body 
systems with benefits. Areas of benefit in grape research include the cardiovascular system, respiratory system, 
immune system, inflammatory system, blood sugar regulating system, and nervous system. 14-24 Another area of 
special benefit is cancer prevention, with risk of breast, prostate, and colon cancer emerging as the most likely areas of 
grape anti-cancer benefits.15-18 

 



 

 

The wealth of antioxidant phytonutrients in grapes is somewhat startling! Grapes are an outstanding source of 
phytonutrients, especially phenols and polyphenols. The compounds responsible for grapes health benefits include: 
Stilbenes (such as resveratrol), Flavanols (includes catechins, procyanidins, proanthocyanidins), Flavonols (e.g. 
quercetin, myricetin), Phenolic Acids (such as caffeic acid) and Carotenoids (e.g. beta-carotene, lutein, zeaxanthin). In 
addition to the above-listed nutrients, grapes have also been shown to contain the hormone and antioxidant 
melatonin as well as unique oligopeptides (small protein-like molecules) that have anti-bacterial and other properties. 

25-32 
 
It's important to note that the seed and the skin contain the richest concentration of antioxidants. It's very rare to find 
a higher concentration of an antioxidant in the fleshy part of the grape than is present in the seed or skin.33 

 
Anti-Cancer Benefits 

Grapes contain powerful antioxidants known as polyphenols, which may slow or prevent many types of cancer. The 
antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties of grapes make them a natural for protection against cancer because 
chronic oxidative stress and chronic inflammation can be key factors in the development of cancer. If our cells get 
overwhelmed by oxidative stress (damage to cell structure and cell function by overly reactive oxygen-containing 
molecules) and chronic excessive inflammation, our risk of cell cancer is increased. By providing us with rich supplies of 
antioxidant and anti-inflammatory nutrients, grapes can help us avoid this dangerous combination of chronic oxidative 
stress and chronic inflammation. 
 
Research on grapes, grape components and cancer has focused on three cancer types: breast cancer, colon cancer and 
prostate cancer.  
 
In the case of breast cancer, the grape phytonutrients receiving the most research attention have been the catechins, 
proanthocyanidins, and stilbenes (especially resveratrol).  
For colon cancer, more research attention has been focused on grape flavonoids and grape anthocyanins. (This 
research tendency may mean that dark purple, red, and black grapes could end up being better choices for colon 
cancer prevention than green grapes, even though the jury is still out in this area.) One interesting development in the 
research on grapes and colon cancer prevention has involved studies on grape antioxidant dietary fiber. The idea that 
grape fiber and grape antioxidants combine to provide our colon with special support. Fiber is greatly needed for a 
healthy colon, and grapes provide us with approximately 1 gram of fiber in every 60 calories. Antioxidants are also 
needed, and grapes come through strong in the antioxidant category. This antioxidant-plus-fiber combination may be 
one of the reasons that colon cancer prevention has jumped out in health research on grapes.  
In the area of prostate cancer, it is the stilbenes (including resveratrol) have been the major focus in research on the 
anti-cancer properties of grapes.15-18 

 
Heart Disease 

The list of cardio benefits provided by grapes and grape components is perhaps the most impressive of all grape 
benefits. No body system is better situated to reap the benefit of antioxidants and anti-inflammatory molecules in 
grapes than the cardiovascular system due to the high polyphenol content in grapes. 19-14 

 
The antioxidants in grapes might help to prevent heart disease and have other potentially beneficial effects. Red grape 
varieties provide more antioxidants than white or blush grape varieties. Resveratrol, found in red wine famous for 
heart health, is an example of such a type of polyphenol found in the skins of red grapes. 
 
Grapes contain flavonoids, which can have antioxidant effects, lower the levels of low density lipoproteins (LDLs, or 
“bad cholesterol”), relax blood vessels and reduce the overall risk of coronary heart disease. The flavonoid quercetin is 
a natural anti-inflammatory that appears to reduce the risk of atherosclerosis and protect against the damage caused 
by low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol in animal studies.22 



 

 

 
The fibre and potassium in grapes also support heart health. An increase in potassium intake along with a decrease in 
sodium intake is the most important dietary change that a person can make to reduce their risk of cardiovascular 
disease.21 

 
All of the following cardio benefits have been demonstrated in research studies on grapes and grape components:19-24 

 better blood pressure regulation, including blood pressure reduction if high 
 better total cholesterol regulation, including total cholesterol reduction if high 
 reduced LDL cholesterol levels 
 reduced LDL oxidation 
 reduced levels of reactive oxygen molecules in the blood 
 reduced likelihood of cell adhesion to the blood vessel walls 
 less clumping together of platelet cells, when inappropriate 
 enhanced release of nitric oxide from endothelial cells lining the blood vessel walls in situations where 

vasodilation is needed 
 better inflammatory regulation in the blood 
 increase levels of glutathione in the blood 

 
Constipation 
Grapes are high in water which can help to keep you hydrated and your bowel movements regular. Grapes also 
contain fibre, which is essential for minimizing constipation. 
 
Osteoarthritis 
Adding grapes to your diet may reduce knee osteoarthritis pain. New research presented at the Experimental Biology 
conference in San Diego, California, suggests that regular grape consumption may help alleviate pain associated with 
symptomatic osteoarthritis of the knee and improve joint flexibility and overall mobility. Researchers attribute these 
potential benefits to the polyphenols found in grapes.34 

 
Immune function  
Immune function may be enhanced by red grapes, researchers in the Linus Pauling Institute at Oregon State University 
discovered that resveratrol found in red grapes help to support the innate immune system.35 

 
Longevity 
Several grape phytonutrients may play a role in longevity and may provide us with anti-aging benefits.   At the top of 
the list in this area of research is resveratrol (a phytonutrient present mostly in grape skins, but also in grape seeds and 
grape flesh).36 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

PUTTING ALL IN PERSPECTIVE 
 

We all should be eating less sugar, especially added sugar to reduce our intake of empty calories which increases the 
risk of becoming overweight or obese and the associated diseases.  
 
Experts agree that in general, individuals don’t need to cut down on sugars found naturally in foods such as fruit 
because these foods contain lots of nutrients that are good for us. It is the food high in added sugar – such as sweets, 
biscuits, sugary drinks, which contain lots of calories but few other nutrients (referred to as ‘empty’ calories) – that we 
should be trying to consume less of. 
 
Grapes contain water, fibre and a whole raft of beneficial nutrients that fight disease making them an optimal choice 
to include in a balanced and healthy eating regimen. Preliminary research indicated that eating grapes may help lower 
an individual’s risk for high triglycerides, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease and metabolic syndrome. This 
makes grapes a healthy option for one of the two recommended servings of fruits per day. 
 
Although fruits, especially grapes, can hold three times more calories and sugar per serving when compared to 
vegetables - grapes are still a relatively low-calorie choice - especially when considering how good grapes’ high water 
and fiber content are at promoting feelings of fullness 
 
Fresh fruit is therefore a healthy way to satisfy a sweet tooth. If an individual is active and healthy, having too much 
fructose probably doesn't need to be a big concern. However, if a person is at risk of diabetes or trying to cut back on 
sugar in general then one should be cautious with your fruit (grape) intake. Consuming a serving (a cup) of grapes is 
not likely to cause a large increase in blood sugar, but like all fruits grapes contain carbohydrates/sugar and can raise 
blood sugar if a large portion is eaten at a given time. 
 
Grapes are sweeter than other fruit and contain slightly more calories so watch the portion size. When it comes to 
grapes, try to keep to one handful (around 80-110 grams) which can contain around 13-16 grams of sugar. Grapes 
contain a host of phytochemicals including flavonoids, resveratrol and quercetin which some studies suggest can help 
protect cancer and heart disease. Black and red grapes contain higher levels of phytochemicals than green.  
 
Also choose fresh. Dried fruit e.g. raisins is a more concentrated source of calories and nutrients – so watch your 
portion size to keep from eating too many calories or too much sugar. The recommended serving size for dried fruit is 
half that of fresh fruit. If you are just going to eat a snack of fruit, fresh fruit may be a better option since it is less 
energy-dense, meaning you can eat more for the same number of calories. When fruit is dried, some sugars can be 
released and dried fruit has a tendency to stick to teeth which may increase the risk of tooth decay if eaten on a 
regular basis in between meals. 

 
The same is to be said of fruit juice. Like fizzy drinks, fruit juice can be high in sugar. The sugars found naturally in 
whole fruit such as grapes are less likely to cause tooth decay, because the sugars are contained within the structure 
of the fruit. But when grapes is juiced or blended, sugar is released and this can cause damage to our teeth, especially 
if juice is drunk frequently. However, grape juice do contain vitamins and minerals, and a 150ml glass of unsweetened 
100% juice counts as one of your 5 A DAY, it is still sugary, so try to drink no more than one glass (about 150ml) of fruit 
e.g. grape juice each day. 
 
So, it’s not the use of sugar; it’s the abuse of sugar that is the issue. Rather than blaming sugar for the health issues of 
our time, how about we spend more time and resources actively promoting the food most people don’t eat enough of, 
such as fresh fruits and vegetables. We also need to spend more time and resources addressing the issue of 
accessibility and affordability of fresh fruit and vegetables.  
Keep it fresh – eat real food! 

http://www.fruitsandveggiesmorematters.org/?page_id=16340
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/5ADAY/Pages/Whatcounts.aspx
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