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In the recent years, there has been an increasing focus and debate about the level of sugar
consumption in Denmark: “Can the human organism convert carbohydrates into fat? Does
sugar make you fat? Can too much sugar cause diabetes and heart disease?” Questions like

these have risen and have only recently or partly been answered.

One major issue is the still increasing intake of sugar and sweets, especially among children.
In addition, it is claimed, that people in Denmark have one of the highest levels of sugar

consumption in the world.

A report from the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO) from
2004 estimates the world average of sugar consumption to be 21 kg/year per capita. For the
developed countries the average is 35 kilos/year per capita. In comparison, Danes consumes
40 kg/year per capita and Danish children 60 kg. Comparing the Danish intake of sugar with
the average consumption for developed countries makes it clear that the consumption of sugar

is extremely high in Denmark (Web 1: FAO.org).

My objective in this individual part of the intercultural study is to look into the major
components of the Danish sugar consumption. I will start with a brief review of the history of
sugar in Denmark and try to identify some basic cultural features about use of sugar in the
past. Then, I will outline today’s sugar consumption and highlight which changes are seen
compared to consumption of sugar in the past. With knowledge about sugar consumption in
the past and today, I will explain possible reason for these changes and hereunder include

possible cultural explanations.

The purpose of the collective part of the intercultural study will be to compare sugar

consumption in Denmark, Armenia, Moldova and France.

The reason, why I have chosen to write about sugar consumption in relation to health as an
intercultural issue is, that high sugar consumption is linked with several serious effects on the

health of human beings. Possible impacts are e.g. diabetes 2 and coronary heart diseases. The
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incidence and prevalence of these diseases has been rising steadily for the lasts decades in
Denmark. Therefore, I find it important to focus some attention on sugar intake and identify
some patterns seen in the Danish society. In my opinion, it is essential to highlight some
major tendencies and pitfalls in the Danish way of living and thereby creating awareness.
Describing trends in the Danish culture will give an overview over these pitfalls or weak point
in Danish lifestyle. To highlight these weak points, I will look at sugar intake in the countries

mentioned above and thereby, the weaknesses in Danish lifestyle should be easier identifiable.

Sugar is known as many different things; glucose, lactose, fructose, maltose and sucrose. In
this report, I will mainly concentrate on the effects of added sugar. By added sugar I mean all
pure kinds of sugar that are used in the production of pre-made food (candy, marmalade, soda,
cookies etc.), eaten separately or is added to the food in the kitchen or at the table. Sugars that
occur naturally in vegetables, milk, fruits and bread (fructose, lactose and maltose) are not
included in this report of consumption of added sugar however, it can not be eliminated in the

debate on sugars impact on the organism and health in general.

Sugar production in Denmark started during the 17" century. In 1798 there were 18 sugar
refineries in Copenhagen that subtracted sugar from sugar canes brought to Denmark from its
colony in the West Indian Islands. During the same time, a German farmer discovered that it
was possible to produce sugar from sugar roes. This discovery became very important to
Denmark a few years later; that was when Napoleon in 1806 blocked the route for
transportation of cane sugar from the West Indian Island. As a consequence, Denmark begun

to produce sugar on the basis of sugar roes.

Since that time, there has been a stable production of sugar in Denmark but today, there are
only 3 sugar factories left and a lot of sugar production has been outsourced to factories

bought in Sweden and Germany.

50 years ago, sugar was mainly used for cooking at home; baking, preserving of fruits and

preparation of juice etc. The characteristic for this period was that women had not entered the
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labour market, which meant that there were more time for home cooking and baking.
Furthermore, sugar was not a common good earlier, but rather, it was considered as a luxury

good for rich people only.

A recently published report from the research unit, Danish Alimentation Research, concludes
that Danes in general eat healthy, but not healthy enough. Even though Danes eat an

increasing amount of fruits and vegetables, the diet is still too fat and too sweet (Web 2).

The National board of Health has proposed a set of guidelines that indicates how the daily
intake of energy should be distributed. The recommendation regarding sugar is that no more
than 10% of energy should come from sugar. Since 1995, the intake of sugar by children and
adolescents has increased. Today, a minority (1/3) of Danish children have a sugar intake that
is below the recommended level (Web 3). In addition, more than half of the adult population

consumes too much sugar.

In contrast to earlier, the sugar intake today comes from candy, soda, juice, cake and
chocolate. Studies show that children in Denmark on average drink half a litre of soda water

per day.

The problem with these products is that they contain a large amount of energy but hardly any
vitamins or minerals. Thus, consuming too many of these products can result in obesity and
lack of minerals and vitamins in the daily diet. Furthermore, this can have a number of serious

health impacts.

According to Frede Briuner, who is a dietary consultant in Denmark, obesity is not the
biggest dietary problem facing Danes today — he believes sugar is. Furthermore, he claims
that many Danish children are either poorly or undernourished because they do not get

enough minerals and vitamins through their diet (Web 4).



Michala Hegermann-Lindencrone * Intercultural report * Europhamili 2005

For the last 10-15 years, there has been an increasing focus on obesity in Denmark. Obesity
and overweight has been debated in the media, creating public awareness and encouraging
people to eat low-fat food. This has had an impact on the intake of sugar for two main
reasons. First, promotion of low-fat products in the supermarkets has made people switch
from buying “normal” products to buying “light-products”. Light-products often contain a
larger amount of sugar and carbohydrates to compensate for the reduction of fat in the
product. Second, people have been fooled to believe that as long as it is not fattening, you can

eat whatever you want.

A report from the Nutritional Board in Denmark concludes that sugar in it self is not fattening.
However, if the intake of sugar/carbohydrates is too high, sugar will be converted into fat in
the body. Furthermore, sugar and white carbohydrates contain no minerals and vitamins but a
lot of kilojoules. This means that while people get their recommended daily amount of energy
— and often much more —eating sweets, white bread and drinking soda, they don’t get any
vitamins and minerals which are essential for the well-being of human beings (The Nutrition

Board 2003, Web 5)..

In the last couple of years, there has been an increasing awareness about the various negative
impacts of sugar. In particular the attention has been drawn to the link between a high sugar
intake and obesity and diseases such as coronary heart disease and diabetes 2. There is no
evidence that high sugar intake leads to diabetes 2. However, a diet that results in a rapid
increase in the blood sugar level and that has a low level of fibres from grains increases the

risk of developing diabetes 2.

The correlation between a high intake of sugar and development coronary heart diseases has
not been documented. Nevertheless, there is evidence that sugar consumption above the
recommended level has a bad impact on the bloods level of HDL cholesterol and triglyceride

which is proved to be a risk factor for coronary heart disease.

Some recent studies claim that there is a link between high level of sugar intake and cancer,
especially colon cancer. However, this field has to be further developed before any

conclusions can be drawn (The Nutrition Board 2003, Web 5).
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The bad impact of sugar on dental health has been in focus for many years. In Denmark, there
have been numerous campaigns in order to prevent carious as a consequence of high
consumption of sugar. Furthermore, this is the primary concern for most people related to
eating sugar. This reflects the fact, that there has not been a lot of attention of other health
impacts until now. Unawareness about the impacts of sugar consumption, on health in
general, is a problem. Furthermore, this unawareness is rooted in the fact that only few studies

have been carried out to document the possible health impacts.

Even though there is now more focus on sugar and health, one dimension have been neglected
- that is the psychological impact connected with a high intake of sugar. A minor study by
Frede Briauner was carried out at a Danish school for children with learning and behavioural
problems. During his time as a teacher at the school he noticed that the children had a very
poor physical condition and that they had a huge intake of sweets and soda as well as white
bread. He implemented a health and food programme which ensured the children food

containing minerals and vitamins. He was amazed by the results

“Symptoms like lack of concentration, hyperactivity, aggression, nervousness and apathy, which we
used to interpret as psychological in nature, were suddenly much less pronounced and sometimes even

disappeared (...) some students became totally normal and functional after this change in diet” (Web

4)

Another Danish diet expert confirms the impact of sugar on mental health. He explains that
the results of intelligence test improve remarkably if sweets and white bread are replaced with

food containing minerals and vitamins. (Web 4)

A study published in The British Journal of Psychiatry in 2004 shows a clear correlation
between a high intake of refined sugar and worse outcome of depression and schizophrenia.
The study was based on data from several countries, including Denmark, USA, the former

USSR and UK.

Thus, there are many theories about the bad impact of sugar on health. Even though many of
them are still to be documented, there is reason to be aware that a high daily intake of sugar

may cause serious health effects.
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These numbers are the average amount of sugar in kilo a child and an adult, in Denmark,

consumes on a yearly basis (Web 3).

Among children, boys have a greater intake of sugar than girls — and preferably candy, not
chocolate. Among adults, women are the biggest consumer of sugar — and they prefer

chocolate rather than candy.
The distribution of sugar intake among children on different types of food is seen in the table
below. The pattern is clear; Danish children obtain by far the most sugar through candy and

cookies.

Proportion of added sugar in children’s diet from different types of food

# $
Candy, cookies and white sugar 47,5
Soda water 17,9
Lemonade 17,7
Other sugar sweetened fruit products 5,6
Ice-cream 4,6
Dairy products 3,7
Grain products 2,5
Others 0,5
TOTAL 100

Source: The Nutrition Board 2003

Several explanations for the high sugar intake can be found. In this section, I will try to

highlight some problems and patterns seen in Denmark.

One problem is the huge number of sweet dairy products for children that are available on the
market. They are promoted as being healthy and nutritious — they are even placed next to the
milk in the supermarket — fooling parents to believe that they are buying healthy food for their
children. In reality, products like Danone Yoghurt, Kinder Milk bars etc. contain loads of

sugar.

Another problem is the increasing sizes of soda bottles and candy-bags. Today, some candy-

bags contain more kilojoules than the total daily amount needed for a child. If such bag is



Michala Hegermann-Lindencrone * Intercultural report * Europhamili 2005

eaten a few times a week, it is not difficult to imagine why so many children in Denmark are
overweight. Many children drink soda on a daily basis and today, the bottle size is either 0.5 L
or 1.5 L. Just 10 years ago the bottle size was 0.25 L

The above mentioned explanations are not in particular a problem in Denmark and could
therefore not represent a cultural explanation for the big intake of sugar. They could, however,
represent a general trend in western countries. This question will be further addressed in the

collective part of the intercultural report.

Some cultural explanations can however be described as being significantly influential on

Danes’ intake of sugar.

The changes seen in the sugar containing products consumed reflects some changes in
society. In Denmark, as well as most other Western countries, the last 10 years has been a
move towards still more frequent use of computers. Especially among children this trend is

significant.

Studies from Denmark show that many Danish children and young people spend 4-6 hours
per day in front of the computer. Often, this includes a coke or some sweets on the side (Web

6).

Another feature of Danish culture that has become more vivid during the last 10-20 years is
the ways in which Danes like to enjoy themselves and have a nice time in the evenings. The
concept can be explained by a Danish word that is not found in an English dictionary. It is a
word used when you e.g. are enjoying a nice evening with your friends in cosy surroundings.
It can be described as a feeling or a state of mind which means something like “I’m having a

good time, I’m relaxed...”

This concept is indeed connected with enjoying sweet things. For example, an evening in
front of the television watching a good movie. For a big part of the population, this includes
candy, chocolate, cake etc. One could say that this behaviour would not pose any problem if it

happened once a week. The problem is that for some people, sweets are a part of everyday life
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after dinner, in front of the Television. Figures show that Danes, in average, spend 2.5 hours
in front of the television per day (Ministry of Culture 2000) and this number seems to be

increasing. In addition, candy is more or less considered a must when going to the cinema.

Candy, soda, chocolate, pre-made or ready-to-cook cakes are sold in every supermarket, at
gas-stations and in every small kiosk which you can find on every street corner — most of

them with 24 hour service. This means that sweets are available anywhere and at any time.

Moreover, there are candy and soda automats at most schools and workplaces and they are

intensively used, especially between meals for a quick “sugar-fix”.

Furthermore, Christmas, Easter and other holidays are connected with many sweets, desserts
and use of sugar in dishes. Desserts are not eaten everyday in Denmark but rather during

weekends and at parties.

%

Cold climate countries tend to vary in some cultural and mental aspects from more southern,
warmer countries. During most of the year, Danes and other Nordic inhabitants, stay inside
their houses because it is too cold to be outside. This means that people tend to isolate
themselves — alone or with their family inside their houses.

In southern European countries, it is possible to be outside most of the year and thus, people

spend more time outside which to a certain extent lead to more interaction with other people.

Because of the cold weather and rainy climate, Danes spend a lot of time inside. At one of the

most frequently used means of entertainment is television.

The main sources for sugar intake in Denmark are candy, soda and chocolate. The types of
sweets enjoyed are different between children and adults. The common pattern is that these
things are eaten for pleasure (stimulants) or in between meals rather than as a part of the

meals and for nutritional reasons.
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I think that the tendency to eat a lot of candy and chocolate and the consumption of soda is
linked to the increasing use of computers and television as entertainment. The increasing
amount of time Danes spend in front of the computer or the television has another side effect:

it makes them exercise less and thus it increases the risk of obesity.

Another feature of Danish culture is that we live in a busy society which means that people
tend to eat more pre-fabricated food that can be bought on the gas station or in the automat at

workplaces and schools.

Whether these features are special for the Danish society is not for me to decide. However, it
is clear to me that the consumption of sugar is too high and that there should be increased
focus on the bad impacts of sugar through campaigns. So far, there are many campaigns in
Denmark that are aiming to promote the daily intake of fruits and vegetables. These
campaigns emphasize than we should not eat too much sugar but they don’t inform the public
of possible consequences. What is needed now is information for the people about how severe

effects too much sugar can have on their health.
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