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The Truth about Energy Bars

One word describes what Americans want from their diet these days: Convenience. So stock the
supermarket with compact “energy-on-the-go” food touted to fight fatigue, fuel muscle growth, or help
you lose weight and it’s guaranteed to fly off the shelves. That’s why sales of energy bars have seen
incredible growth over the last decade, with more than $700 million in sales, according to research in
Dietitian's Edge. Cut through the hype and flashy packaging, and you're often left with a hefty (and
expensive) dose of sugar, oil, and a mass of added vitamins and minerals. With little research to back up
the bars claims, many are nothing more than protein-containing candy in disguise. So do you really need
any of this stuff?

They May Not Have as much Protein as You Think

Some meal-replacement bars may not have as much protein as you think. You won't find pig's feet or
cattle hide listed in the fine print, but that's because they're hidden behind names like gelatin,
hydrolyzed collagen, or hydrolyzed gelatin. Both collagen and gelatin lack an essential amino acid
required to make them a complete protein. That means the quality of the protein is inferior to products
that lack gelatin or collagen. Look for a bar that lists whey or casein protein—or a blend of both—as the
first or second ingredient. These milk proteins contain all the essential amino acids your muscles need.
Baylor University researchers found that when men with at least 6 weeks of weight training experience
were given a whey-casein mixture before their workouts, they built 50 percent more lean muscle mass
over 10 weeks than men who took only whey.

They are Often Glued Together with Sugar

Many allegedly healthy bars contain high fructose corn syrup, which quickly raises blood sugar and
cancels out any of the potential benefits you might otherwise get from healthy ingredients like oats.
Take Health Valley Low Fat Chocolate Chip Granola Bars, for example. The main ingredient is brown rice
syrup—a euphemism for sugar. You're better off snacking on good old-fashioned cheese and crackers to
swap out sugar and calories for protein and fiber. If you're tied to the convenience of a bar, look for
labels with no more than five ingredients. “The longer the list and the more unpronounceable the words
are, the farther it is from real food,” says Jonny Bowden, Ph.D, CNS Board Certified Nutrition Specialist.
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They Don't Boost Energy
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Food companies out to make a buck capitalize on “energy’s” double meaning. Most consumers expect
an “energy bar” to make them feel energetic or like they could hammer out an extra set of reps at the
gym. But to nutritionists, “energy” simply means calories. “Boosting energy is a completely bogus
claim,” Bowden says “It’s a weasel use of the word energy.”

They are Loaded with Sugar Substitutes

Reduced-sugar and sugar-free bars appeal to carb-conscious consumers because they have little impact
on blood sugar—but not without a price. Sugar alcohols like malitol and sorbitol can cause
uncomfortable side effects such as gas, bloating, and diarrhea when taken in large doses—like you might
get in an energy bar. What’s more, “reduced sugar” does not necessarily mean reduced calorie—at
least, not reduced enough to matter. Malitol, for example, has 75 percent the calories of sugar, and
since it’s not as sweet as the real thing, more must be used to achieve the same taste.
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