Honey vs. Maltodextrin in Energy Gels:
A Metabolic and Performance Comparison

Introduction

Energy gels have become a popular quick-fuel smubriginally designed for endurance
athletes but now increasingly useddnyoneneeding a rapid energy boost. Students burning the
midnight oil, busy professionals, and even tiretepts might reach for these portable packets
for instant fuel. Traditionally, many energy gedyronmaltodextrin — a highly refined
carbohydrate — as their primary ingredient. Howgtheare is a growing movement toward more
natural formulations, withoney emerging as a superior, health-conscious alteenafihis

article compares honey and maltodextrin in theexindf performance nutrition and broader
everyday use, drawing on current research and exyaghts. The evidence suggests that honey
can deliver comparable performance benefits toadaktrin while offering gentler metabolic
effects, better gut health profiles, and advantédge®ng-term wellness.

Metabolic Impact and Glycemic Response

One key difference between honey and maltodexdrivoiv they affect blood sugar and
metabolism. Maltodextrin is essentially a chaimglicose molecules that the body digestsy
quickly, leading to a rapid surge in blood glucose. In, im@ltodextrinhas an extremely high
glycemic index (GI) — around 11Bigher even than table sugarConsuming maltodextrin can
spike blood glucose and insulin levels sharply,alvhmight provide immediate energy but often
at the cost of a subsequent “crash.” Health expaudson that diets high in such fast-digesting
carbs can overload the body’s metabolic control.B&njamin Bikman, irWhy We Get Sick
notes thathronically spiking insulin with refined carbs is aroot driver of insulin resistance
and modern metabolic disease®ver time, repeated surges from high-Gl sugarscoatribute
to fatigue cycles, weight gain, and insulin dystagan.

Honey, by contrast, hasnaoderate Gl (roughly in the 50-65 range, though it varies bpédy

type. Chemicallyhoneyis a “cocktail” of natural sugars — about 30—40%cfose and 30—-35%
glucose, with the remainder a mix of other sugarstaoactive compounds. The fructose in
honey, absorbed more slowly than glucose, helppdetme immediate blood sugar spike. As a
result, honey produced@wer post-exercise blood sugar and insulin respoagompared to an
equivalent amount of pure glucose. In gtigdy, honey’s Gl was measured around 35 (classified
as low GI) versus dextrose’s Gl of 100, yet botbvpted effective energy during exercise. For
the everyday user, this means a honey-based Igsisisikely to cause a jarring glycemic
rollercoaster. Instead of the quick high and crfasim maltodextrin, honey delivers a more
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stable rise and fall in blood sugaysupporting sustained energy and mental focuDrA€asey
Means emphasizes Bood Energythe quality of how our cells are powered is foatmhal —
steady, nutritious energy sources halgximize metabolic healthand prevent the highs and
lows that sap our vitality. In short, honey offgugck fuelwithout overloading our metabolic
engine aligning with the general recommendation to fdearer-Gl carbs for better overall
health.

Gut Health Considerations

Beyond blood sugar, there are stark differencé®im these carbohydrates interact with our gut
and microbiome. Maltodextrin is a product of indistprocessing (often derived from corn or
rice starch) and is classified aswdtra-processeadditive. Research has found that maltodextrin
canalter gut bacteria in unhealthy ways. For instance, a 2012 studychbieHealthline
reportedmaltodextrinmay suppress beneficial gut probiotics amease the growth of

harmful bacteria like E. coli, potentially raising susceptibility to inflammayaconditions such

as Crohn’s disease. Moreover, maltodextrin daplete the protective mucus layeof the
intestines and increageit permeabilityaccording to emerging research. These effecigesig
that regularly consuming maltodextrin (as in fregiuenergy gel use) might perturb gut health
and immunity over time.

Honey, on the other hand, has been prized noapiatfood but also asatural remedy for

gut and immune health It contains trace amounts of organic acids, eregyrand polyphenaols,
giving it antioxidant, antimicrobial, and anti-iafhmatory properties. Honey has even been used
in clinical contexts to support digestion and hgpatl infections, thanks to compounds that inhibit
harmful microbes. For athletes, somedenceshows honey migheduce exercise-induced
immune stresswhen used over weeks. While honey has a highdsaectontent means, most
people tolerate moderate doses of honey well.d) faany athletes report that honey is gentle
on the stomach during workouts when other sugar mé&jht cause bloating. The key is that
honey is avhole food-derivedugar, not a refined chemical additive — our geinss to
“recognize” it better. Taken together, a honey-dagd is generally more gut-friendly and less
likely to disrupt the microbiome than one loadedhwnaltodextrin.

Natural vs. Ultra-Processed: Long-Term Health Effets

From a big-picture perspective, honey and maltadesit on opposite ends of the food
processing spectrurhloney is minimally processed- essentially harvested from beehives and
bottled — and falls into a category of natural ss@eers (NOVA classification 2, a “processed
culinary ingredient” like maple syrup). Maltodextriconversely, is emblematic of what Dr.
Chris van Tulleken itltra-Processed Peoplealls ‘industrially produced edible substances

In Tulleken’s investigation afiltra-processed food®JPFs), ingredients like maltodextrin are red
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flags for a product that bears little resemblamcestil, whole food. These formulations are
engineered for taste and shelf-life, not for healillleken cites growing body of research
linking high UPF consumption to serious chroniuess obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular
disease, hypertension, even cancer and dementéénwords, making a habit of ultra-
processed carbs could quietly undermine one’s teng-health.

Honey offers a morevholesome nutritional profile that aligns with health-conscious eating. It
is around 80%atural carbohydratieut also packs small amounts of micronutrients and
phytochemicals — a stark contrast to the emptyres®f maltodextrin. Renowned
endocrinologisDr. Robert Lustigargues that thpoison is in the processirgf our foods: the
surge of chronic metabolic disease today stemglafgom the ubiquity of refined sugars and
additives. His advice iMetabolicaland other works is teat real, whole foodsand avoid the
kind of ingredient lists that require a chemistegcee to decipher. Honey fits this philosophy—
it's a recognizable, single-ingredient sweetenan&ins have consumed for millennia, whereas
maltodextrin is a modern invention of food scierfeeen in terms of sweetness and satisfaction,
honey’s rich flavor might allow one to use lesstloe same effect, whereamltodextrinis often
combined with artificial sweeteners or flavors opgalatable. Ultimately, replacing maltodextrin
with honey in an energy gel aligns with a “foodfasl” approach that prioritizesatural quality
over artificial quantity , supporting better metabolic outcomes over thg lweul.

Performance and Endurance: Fueling Athletes

The ultimate test for any energy gel is whetheeilivers during exercise. Historically,
maltodextrin gained favor in sports nutrition besaits glucose polymers provide a dense
source of carbs that empties quickly from the siwmaideal for rapid fuel during intense
activity. However, multiple studies have now shawathoney can perform just as wellas
maltodextrin-based gels for athletic performanaesdarchers from the University of Memphis
found that honey delivered a “significant perforro@toost” during strenuous cycling,
matching the efficacy of a commercial dextrose (gwse) gelln thattrial, competitive cyclists
rode 64 km tests on different supplements: honayakkodextrin-based gel, or a placebo. Both
honey and the maltodextrin gel enabled the athteteisle faster and produce more power than
the placebo; the dextrose gel oslightly edged ouhoney a difference deemed negligible. The
conclusion was clear: honey iSreatural and effective carbohydrate source for endwance
athletes”.

Further evidence from sports science reviews rese®honey’s viability as a sports fuel. A
recentnarrativereview in theJournal of the International Society of Sports Mign noted that
whole-food carbs likkhoney, bananas, and raisinare excellent alternatives to refined gels for
endurance exercise. Honey, in particular, has jgacdvantages: it isnergy-densg80%+
carbs) so a small packet yields a lot of fuel, &madn be easily carried in workouts or races.
During prolonged cycling and running, honey hashbtested as the mid-activity carbohydrate
source. In one study, trained cyclists consuming g df honey every 16 km in a long time trial
saw the same performance improvements as wherctimsymed an equal amount of
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maltodextrin/glucose gel. Both carbohydrate souatlesved cyclists to maintain higher power
in the later stages compared to water alone. Asatiewers put it, these data shgwomise for
the use of honey as a CHO source during exercigel|tling similar improvements to
traditional carbohydrate supplements In short, athletes don’t lose any performancesdulg
choosing honey — they can gain energy paitg gain the ancillary health benefits discussed
earlier.

It's worth noting that individual tolerance alwaystters. Athletes should, as alwaly&l their
nutrition in training . Honey’s higher fructose content means some peufht need to adjust
to it; nonetheless, many find it causes no moreyen fewer) gastrointestinal issues than
standard gels. With proper hydration and pacingelits mix of sugars can actually aid
absorption by using multiple intestinal transpathways (glucose and fructose channels) to
maximize carbohydrate uptake per hour. This dwalgport advantage is the same principle
behind modern sports drinks that blend sugars eyprovides ihaturally. Given these
performance credentials and honey’s more favonagiabolic profile, it presents a compelling
choice for endurance athletes seeking Ipathik results and healthier fueling

Beyond Sports: Everyday Energy for Everyone

While developed for sports, energy gels are nowppwpup in daily life as convenient pick-me-
ups. Here too, the honey vs. maltodextrin comparisamportant. A busy parent or a student
cramming for exams who takes a maltodextrin-bastadn@y get a quick burst of alertness, but
the ensuing blood sugar spike and crash could ldeare feeling jittery, then fatigued or hungry
shortly after. In a non-exercise context, the bisdyore likely to store that sudden influx of
glucose as fat, and the high insulin response cengthworsenenergy levels an hour later. By
contrast, a honey-based energy gel would proviglendler blood sugar curve and come with a
bit of extra nutrition. Honey has been suggestezbme circles as a brain-fuel during cognitive
effort because it offers glucose for immediate peal energy and fructose for a more sustained
release — all without the additives that can aca@mgpnaltodextrin products. For instance, rather
than a cocktail of maltodextrin, artificial sweetes, and caffeine, a honey-rich gel is simply
deliveringnatural sugars and trace nutrients which the brain and body can utilize efficiently.

Moreover, health-conscious consumers (the kind rglad ingredient labels) often feel more
confident when they see honey listed instead dfeanical name. It aligns with a desire to avoid
ultra-processedhgredients in everyday diet. As Dr. van Tullekgnps, if you wouldn't find an
ingredient in your home kitchen, you might thinkdevabout consuming it regularly. Most of us
don’t keep maltodextrin in the pantry, but honeg baen a household staple for ages. This
psychological and nutritional reassurance makegyased gels attractive not just to
endurance racers, butaffice workers battling afternoon slumpsor travelers needing quick
energy on the go. In all these cases, honey prsvitEonveniencand fast energy of a gel
without forcing a compromise on health values. dt'small change — swapping one carbohydrate
source for another — yet it transforms an enerdgyrgm an “edible fast carb substance” into a
more holistic food-based supplement.
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Conclusion

Honey stands out as a superior metabolic and health-coasus alternative tomaltodextrin

in energy gels. It delivers the core requiremerdrof energy gel — rapid carbohydrate energy —
while mitigating many downsides associated withadfirocessed sugars. Honey’s moderate
glycemic impact leads to steadier energy and lesdin stress on the. Its natural composition
carries antioxidants and enzymes that supportheatt it is far gentler on the gut microbiome
than maltodextrin, which has been linked to gutitysis and inflammation. For athletésney

has proven itself capable of matching maltodextrifueling performancepowering endurance
exercise effectively without the need for synthetilditives. For non-athletes, a honey-based gel
can provide a quick liftvithout pushing the body into a deleterious cyclefaspiking and
crashing.

In the bigger picture, choosing honey over a refisg@rch like maltodextrin is one small step
toward aligning sports and nutrition products vtk principles ofeal food Thought leaders in
nutrition — fromDr. Lustigs crusade against processed sugar to Dr. Casegditieus on
metabolic wellness all advocate for cutting out ultra-processedaohydrates in favor of
natural, nourishing sources. Honey embodies thiédgadphy, turning an energy gel into
something that not only boosts performance andsfatthe moment, but also supports the
athlete’s (or student’s or worker’®)ng-term health and metabolic fithessFor brands and
investors, this represents a powerful messagingroypity: a honey-powered gel isn't just
another quick fix, it's @ood energyolution grounded in science and nature. And for
consumers, it means fueling life’s adventures —thdrerunning a marathon or running to a
meeting — with a product that feeds the body thg mvavas meant to be fueled.

Sources:This comparison is informed by a range of cred#alerces, includingltra-Processed
Peopleby Chris van Tullekerzood Energyy Dr. Casey Meangjetabolicalby Dr. Robert
Lustig, andwhy We Get Sidiy Dr. Benjamin Bikman, alongside current sporgition
researclandreviews These sources collectively support the view tizatey-based energy gels
offer a healthier, more sustainable form of quinkrgy than those made with maltodextrin.
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