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 Eating For Your Health Has Never Been Sweeter 

Emerging Research Links Honey to Potential Benefits for  

Diabetes, Overweight, Hypertension, Restorative Sleep and More 

 

Sacramento, CA, January 8, 2008 – An international gathering of scientists convened in Sacramento, CA today at the 

First International Symposium on Honey and Human Health to review emerging findings on the potential role of honey in 

human health, including studies suggesting honey may play a favorable role in protection against chronic conditions such 

as diabetes, overweight, and hypertension. New research explores the natural sweetener’s potential to improve 

chemotherapy-induced neutropenia, wound healing, restorative sleep, cough suppression, and cognitive function.   

 

 “This exciting new area of research brings together modern science and ancient traditional medicine regarding honey and 

health to support the many roles honey may play in human health,” says Ron Fessenden, MD, MPH, co-chairman of the 

Committee for the Promotion of Honey and Health. Dr. Fessenden added that “honey’s many benefits are interrelated, 

much like the cells of a honeycomb, and at the very least, there are no known medical reasons not to enjoy honey as part 

of a healthy diet and lifestyle for adults and children over the age of twelve months.  The fact that modern science 

supports honey’s role in positive metabolic functions that address major health concerns is very exciting.”  

 

Honey and Diabetes 

With national estimates that two out of three U.S. adults (133.6 million) are overweight or obese,i and with childhood 

obesity on the rise, plus the fact that  nearly 21 million people have diabetes,ii scientists are looking for sound methods to 

combat these chronic diseases. David Baer, PhD, Research Physiologist at the USDA set the stage by showing how 

insulin resistance, a sign that glucose metabolism is breaking down, is not only related to diabetes, but also to obesity, 

cardiovascular disease, stroke, and hypertension.   

  

“Controlling blood sugar is critically important for diabetics, and maintaining good insulin sensitivity reduces 

the risk for diabetes in at-risk people,” says Baer. He added that “experimental evidence suggests that 

consumption of honey compared to some other sweeteners may improve blood sugar control and insulin 

sensitivity. Fructose found in honey may play an important role in mediating this potential health benefit.” 
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In a related presentation, Dr. GBKS Prasad, Department of Biochemistry, Jiwaji University in India, shared findings from 

a recent trial in which he and his team tested how well participants who had difficulty metabolizing glucose (impaired 

glucose tolerance, or mild diabetes) and had a mother or father with type 2 diabetes, would tolerate honey versus the 

standard glucose tolerance test used to measure how well the body uses the sugar glucose.  Results showed that the curve 

of honey tolerance over a two hour test period most closely resembled normal reference values when compared to glucose 

tolerance tests (GTT). For example, participants with the highest level of impaired glucose tolerance peaked at 225-250 

mg/dL at 90 minutes of the GTT, but only peaked around 140 mg/dL at the same point in the honey tolerance test (HTT) 

(p<0.05).  At all points over the two hour test period, honey was better tolerated than oral glucose, even in those with mild 

diabetes (p<0.05).  The findings suggest that honey does not produce the elevations in blood sugar seen with glucose. 

 

“The high degree of tolerance to honey in subjects with diabetes indicates a lower glycemic index.  Honey may prove to 

be a valuable sugar substitute for patients with impaired glucose tolerance or mild diabetes,” stated Dr. Prasad.  In his 

presentation, Dr. Prasad further stated that in India, honey has been used and found to be clinically useful in managing 

diabetes.  

 

Honey and Weight 

Nicola Starkey, PhD, presented research conducted at Waikato University, Hamilton, New Zealand on the effect of honey 

on weight gain. The main results of an animal studyiii  found that the overall percentage weight gain was significantly 

lower in the honey-fed animals compared to those fed sucrose or mixed sugars, even though all animals had a similar food 

intake; furthermore, despite a significantly higher food intake in honey-fed animals, their weight gain was similar to those 

on the sugar-free (control) diet.  

 

“High sugar intakes have been associated with weight gain and obesity, which are growing concerns in modern societies. 

This exciting new research suggests that replacing sugar with honey in the diet may be a practical strategy for encouraging 

weight control without losing sweetness,” says Starkey. “This can be on a personal level; or, given the rise of the 

functional food category for an increasingly health conscious population, food companies may want to take note and 

experiment more with using honey as the sweetener of choice for food products.” 
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Restorative Sleep and Hypertension  

Honey consumption before bed can contribute to longer, higher quality sessions of restorative sleep, according to a 

presentation by Mike McInnes, pharmacist, sports nutritionist, and author of The Hibernation Diet, Souvenir Press, Ltd, 

United Kingdom. “That honey may improve restorative sleep is extremely important to public health because poor sleep 

has been associated with everything from hypertension to obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease and cognitive 

degeneration,” said McInnes. “Furthermore, about a third of the U.S. population report feeling poorly rested or are 

not getting the sleep they require.” 

 

McInnes’ presentation was on the topic of the potentially positive role of honey in promoting restorative sleep, 

and the importance of the proverbial good night’s sleep. Citing the findings from a recent large, population-

based epidemiological studyiv out of Columbia University’s School of Public Health, McInnes shared data showing 

that sleeping less than five hours a night was significantly associated with an increased risk of high blood pressure, 

decreased leptin (a fat regulating hormone), increased ghrelin (a hunger cue hormone) and appetite, and compromised 

insulin sensitivity – even when taking obesity and diabetes into account.    

 

McInnes concluded that honey’s potential role in restorative sleep may have implications for improving long-term health. 

He reviewed three possible mechanisms behind the recommendation of taking honey at bedtime:  1) honey provides 

enough glycogen (stored energy) for the liver over eight hours of sleep, which lessens the early morning release of cortisol 

and adrenalin (stress hormones); 2) honey stabilizes blood sugar levels; and 3) honey contributes to the release of 

melatonin, the hormone required for recovery and rebuilding of body tissues during rest.  Honey’s potential role in the 

suppression of the release of stress hormones and the promotion of restorative hormones has major health implications for 

a society suffering from a habit of inadequate sleep.   

 

A Home Remedy Backed by Research 

Valued through history for its medicinal properties, it may not be surprising to learn that modern research has shown 

honey to be an effective and safe treatment for both wound healing and as a cough suppressant.  

 

A study published in the December 2007 issue of Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine presented 

today by Jessica Beiler, MPH, co-author of the study conducted at Penn State College of Medicine, found that a 

little honey before bed kept children sleeping better and coughing less compared to a common over-the-counter 

medicine (dextromethorphan) as well as compared to no treatment at all.  

 

“Honey may provide its benefit through several mechanisms”, stated Beiler, “including the fact that honey has 

known antioxidant & antimicrobial properties; and that it produces a topically soothing demulcent effect.  Sweet 

liquids also produce saliva, which may thin secretions and reduce cough.  Honey is usually a more affordable 
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option – and more natural – compared to OTC cough syrups, and it’s safe for children more than one year old,” 

says Beiler.  

 

Honey is also considered one of the world’s oldest wound dressings – honey was used by Dioscorides in 50 AD for 

sunburn and infected ulcerations. More recently, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) gave clearance to Derma 

Sciences, a manufacturer of wound-care products based in Princeton, New Jersey, to sell manuka honey wound and burn 

dressings as medical devices.  This medicinal use of honey is backed by research such as that presented today by Shona 

Blair, PhD, microbiologist and postdoctoral research fellow at the University of Sydney and the University of 

Technology, Sydney, on honey’s role in managing wounds and infections. 

 

According to Dr. Blair, honey has been shown to support superior wound healing time and infection control, even in 

antibiotic-resistant conditions such as those seen more and more often in the U.S.  Dr. Blair presented data from a number 

of reports that showed that the use of honey reduced or completely eliminated the need for conventional antimicrobials in 

wound care.  This reduction in the need for antimicrobial use may relieve some of the challenge of treating resistant 

organisms, particularly in the hospital setting.  No resistance to the antibacterial action of honey has ever been reported.  

Dr. Blair also commented on a number of studies that demonstrated the effectiveness of honey against a wide range of 

antibiotic-resistant strains of microorganisms.   

 

A Glimpse at the Future of Honey and Health 

The exciting emerging findings in the area of honey and human health are a sweet addition to the wealth of information 

showing that diet can be a critical aspect of maintaining good health. Plants are known to have potent bioactive 

compounds, which is why diets rich in plant-based foods are known to support the body’s fight against many chronic and 

degenerative conditions associated with aging. 

 

In addition to enhancing the body of research on honey’s role in diabetes, restorative sleep, hypertension, and their related 

co-morbidities, future directions for research include further exploration of the preliminary research presented at the First 

International Symposium on Honey and Human Health:  

·  Prevention of chemotherapy-induced neutropenia – some positive results shown; the next step in research will 

involve larger study samples sizes and a more generally available variety of honey for use in treatment. 

·  Improved cognitive function for mental performance and memory – some positive results shown in animal 

models; the next step in research is to conduct human studies.  

 

“It seems that the role of honey as a functional food useful for the management and treatment of many human conditions 

is just beginning to gain momentum in the U.S.,” stated Dr. Fessenden.  “We have a long way to go to catch up with the 

rest of the world in that regard.  It has been the goal of the Committee for the Promotion of Honey and Health to highlight 

some of this exciting research.  We trust that this Symposium will stimulate further research that may advance the role for 
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honey in health, from weight management to risk reduction for neurodegenerative conditions, including Alzheimer ’s 

disease and Parkinsonism.”   

 

As this area of research continues to grow, further clinical and observational studies like these will continue to expand our 

knowledge about honey and human health. For the time being, a spoonful of honey may be a sweet, and beneficial, 

addition to a healthful plant-based diet and active lifestyle. 

 

# # # 
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