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WHY DO WE BUY THE SUGAR HIGH?


Anyone who has ever attended a birthday party for a three-year-old has probably had a similar experience. By the middle of the afternoon, after the hosts have served up plenty of ice cream, cake, candy, and other sugary treats, the party starts to get wild. Children are running around like bumper cars at a carnival and screaming their heads off. Watching a pack of kids whiz past, making as much noise as they possibly can, the parents feel just a little overwhelmed. Someone invariably makes a comment about the children’s insane energy. “They’re plenty sugared up now,” one parent might say to another, and everyone nods knowingly. Yes, the children have been eating a lot of sugar, and now just look at them! Most parents, I suspect from my own experiences, believe that sugar causes kids to behave wildly. The idea of a “sugar high” that ramps up a child’s energy level—even to the point of hyperactivity—is widely accepted.


The problem is that the “sugar high” does not exist. More than a decade’s worth of scientific studies have demonstrated that sugar does not make children more energetic or wild. No study has ever found evidence that sugar makes children hyperactive; some studies even show the sweet stuff being a mild sedative. But mysteriously, the myth of the “sugar high” lives on, seemingly unaffected by the facts.


The evidence against a relationship between sugar and hyperactivity is overwhelming. A 1989 study compared juvenile delinquents and other children in various mental and physical tasks after they had eaten a sugary breakfast and after they had eaten a regular breakfast, and the results showed that the kind of breakfast didn’t make any difference to either group of subjects (Bird). Another study in which families’ diets were carefully controlled so that the families themselves did not know whether they were consuming sugar or artificial sweetener demonstrated that “sugar does not affect the behavior or cognitive performance of children” (Wolraich). Finally, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization studied all of the studies up to 1994 and concluded that a child’s behavior did not seem to be affected by sugar (“Sugar and Human Behavior”). In fact, some studies indicate that, as John Wills Lloyd of the University of Virginia reports, “sugar may even have a slight calming effect.”


The most recent of these studies is more than ten years old, yet in spite of the fact that scientists are basically in agreement about the lack of relationship between sugar and behavior, many people still seem to think that children are driven wild by eating too much sugar. Why is ignorance of the facts so widespread? There are probably several reasons for this. First, most people know that sugar is not a beneficial part of a child’s diet—it causes tooth decay, and it adds empty calories that can lead to weight problems. This knowledge makes it easier for them to believe that sugar causes other problems. Many people feel a rush when they drink colas or eat chocolate, which also helps them believe in a link between sugar and hyperactivity. (Of course, both cola and chocolate contain caffeine, which is responsible for the stimulant affect.)

Finally, two common mistakes—the fallacy of positive instances and the failure to control for covariates—confirm the popular belief in the “sugar high.” Both of these might cause the parent at a birthday party to believe in the myth. The fallacy of positive instances, as explained by psychologists, occurs when people notice events that confirm their beliefs but don’t notice other, more frequent events that fail to confirm the same beliefs (Hockenbury and Hockenbury 277). At the birthday party, parents who already think that there is a causal relationship between sugar and hyperactive behavior will notice the shrieking children and see them as confirmation of their belief. The parents will not think about all of the times their children eat sugar—in breakfast cereal, perhaps—and do not respond by racing around madly. The failure to control for covariates occurs when parents don’t think about what else might be contributing to a child’s behavior in many situations where sugar is available, such as the excitement of being around many other children at a birthday party and getting to eat cake and ice cream in the middle of the afternoon (Fiorello 37-38).


It has been surprisingly difficult for scientific evidence to change people’s minds about the nonexistence of the “sugar high.” Many parents still think that sugar causes children to behave in a crazy way. The explanation for the widespread belief in a myth is simple: people have a tendency to use the evidence they see to back up long-held beliefs, without realizing that they are interpreting evidence to confirm what they already think is true. 
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