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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has conducted a study on sugars 

content of some non-prepackaged food in Hong Kong aiming to measure their 

levels of sugars, especially in those cases where room exists for traders to 

reformulate the sugars content to a lower level; and to serve for continuous 

monitoring the changes of the sugars content in food available in the local 

market. 

 

2. Sugars are simple carbohydrates which can be found naturally or added 

to foods and beverages.  Getting too much sugars may lead to excessive energy 

intake and increase the risk of overweight and obesity, and may also increase the 

risk of dental caries.  The World Health Organization (WHO) and the Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) suggested that the intake 

of free sugars* should be less than 10% of the daily energy intake (i.e. 50 grams 

free sugar /day for an individual with a daily energy intake of 2000 kcal).   

 

Results 

3. A total of 334 samples (consisting of 35 products) were analysed for 

sugars individually, including 160 samples (11 products) of non-alcoholic 

beverages (both regular and less sweet versions), 84 samples (10 products) of 

dessert products and 90 samples (14 products) of bakery products.  The 

                                                 
* As defined by WHO, the term “free sugars” refers to all monosaccharides and disaccharides 
added to foods by the manufacturer, cook or consumer, plus sugars naturally present in honey, 
syrups and fruit juices. 
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samples of dessert and bakery products were also analysed for energy 

individually. 

 

4. Among the 11 products of non-alcoholic beverages, the icy drinks 

(mean= 7.1 – 13 g/100g for regular version, mean= 5.1 – 11 g/100g for less 

sweet version) contained sugars content generally higher than the iced tea or 

coffee (mean= 4.9 – 6.5 g/100g for regular version, 3.7 – 5.0 g/100g for less 

sweet version).  Two icy drinks, i.e. red bean icy drink and pineapple icy drink, 

and hot citron tea were found to contain high sugars content.  Less sweet 

versions contained 17 – 29% less sugars than their regular counterparts, with a 

mean of 24%.  As compared with the previous local study, 60% of  

non-alcoholic beverages were found to have sugars contents reduced by over 

10%, but the red bean icy drink (regular and less sweet versions) and pineapple 

icy drink (less sweet version) were found to have a higher sugar content than 

those of the previous local study.   

 

5. Among the 10 dessert products, macaron (mean= 39 g/100g), molten 

chocolate cake (mean= 19 g/100g) and soufflé (mean= 16 g/100g) were found to 

contain high sugars content and the former two were found also to contain the 

highest energy content (460 kcal/100g and 430 kcal/100g respectively) among 

the others (77 – 270 kcal/100g).  The two dessert products with less sweet 

version (i.e. caramel egg custard and glutinous rice ball with sesame filling) 

contained less sugars (8.3% and 19% respectively) than their regular 

counterparts.   
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6. Among the 14 bakery products, six of them were found to contain high 

sugars content and they are plain cake (mean= 24 g/100g), spongy cake (mean= 

20 g/100g), coconut tart (mean= 19 g/100g), muffin (mean= 19 g/100g), cookies 

(mean= 16 g/100g) and Swiss roll (mean= 16 g/100g).  The three sweet bread 

products (mean= 13 – 15 g/100g) were found to contain sugars higher than the 

white bread product (mean= 5.2 g/100g) but lower than the cake items (mean= 

15 – 24 g/100g).  Bakery products were found to contain a relatively high 

energy content (mean= 280 – 500 kcal/100g).  

 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

7. Although some food trade has implemented measures to reduce the 

sugars content in the non-alcoholic beverages in recent years, some kinds of 

non-alcoholic beverages, even the less sweet version, as well as dessert and 

bakery products, contained high sugars content.  Less sweet versions of dessert 

and bakery products were less common in the market as compared to the 

non-alcoholic beverages.  Effort should be made to further reduce the sugars 

content in the food products and provide less sweet version of dessert and 

bakery products for consumers’ choices. 

 

8. In general, dessert and bakery products contained higher energy 

contents.  Apart from the sugars intake, attention should also be paid on the 

energy intake from dessert and bakery products.   
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9. To reduce the sugars intake of the population, the trade is advised to take 

reference to the Trade Guidelines in producing and promoting wholesome and 

safe products with lower sugars content, for example, the trade can consider 

providing more reduced sugars content options and offering a range of portion 

sizes of products or smaller dishes for consumers to choose.     

 

10. The public is advised to maintain a balanced and varied diet and limit 

the consumption of foods with high amount of added sugars such as icy drinks, 

macaron and plain cakes.  The public is also advised to choose products with 

lower sugars content and smaller in portion sizes, order less sweet products 

whenever available, and ask for syrup/sugar to be served separately. 
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Sugars Content of Some Non-prepackaged Food in Hong Kong 

 

OBJECTIVE 

 This study aims (i) to measure the levels of sugars in non-prepackaged 

foods in Hong Kong, especially in those cases where room exists for traders to 

reformulate the sugars content to a lower level; and (ii) to serve for continuous 

monitoring the changes of the sugars content in food available in local market. 

 

BACKGROUND  

2.  Getting too much sugars may lead to excessive energy intake and 

increase the risk of overweight and obesity.  The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) 

has all along endeavoured to encourage the trade to produce safe, low-sugar 

foods, thereby enabling the public to choose healthier, low-sugar foods in the 

context of a balanced diet. 

 

Sugars 

3.  Sugars, which refer to mono- and di-saccharides present in food, are 

simple carbohydrates.  More than a dozen of terms are also referring to sugars, 

such as brown sugar, high fructose corn syrup, malt syrup, maltose, molasses, 

etc.  Sugars can be found naturally in foods (e.g. fructose in fruits, glucose in 

honey, lactose in milk) or added to foods.  As defined by the World Health 
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Organization (WHO), the term “free sugars” refers to all monosaccharides and 

disaccharides added to foods by the manufacturer, cook or consumer, plus 

sugars naturally present in honey, syrups and fruit juices.1 

 

4. Sugars are usually added to foods and beverages during processing, 

preparation or at the table for sweetening and improving their palatability.  

They are also added to foods for the preservation purposes and the provision of 

functional attributes, such as viscosity, texture and browning capacity.2,3  Foods 

such as confectioneries, cakes, pastries, biscuits, carbonated soft drinks, fruit 

drinks and cordials are likely to contain added sugars.   

 

Sugars and health  

5. Sugars provide energy for the body (1 g of sugars provides 4 kcal).  

Getting too much sugars (including free sugars) may lead to excessive energy 

intake, increasing the risk of overweight and obesity, which in turn increases the 

risk of heart diseases and other chronic non-communicable diseases (NCD) 

including certain cancers.  Frequent excessive intake of sugars may also 

increase the risk of dental caries.1   

 

6. A Joint WHO and the Food and Agriculture Organization Expert 

Consultation on Diet, Nutrition and the Prevention of Chronic Diseases met in 

2002.  In that meeting, WHO and FAO considered that restriction of free 
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sugars was likely to contribute to reducing risk of unhealthy weight gain, and 

suggested that the intake of free sugars should be less than 10% of the daily 

energy intake.1  For example, an individual with a daily energy intake of 2000 

kcal should limit the free sugars intake to less than 50 g/day (about 10 cubes of 

sugar).   In March 2014, the WHO has launched a public consultation on the 

draft guideline on sugars intake for adults and children for revising the 

recommendation on sugars intake.  WHO recommended that intake of free 

sugars should be reduced throughout the life-course and intake of free sugars 

should not exceed 10% of total energy intake per day in both adults and children, 

and further suggested that the intake of free sugars should reduce to below 5% 

of total energy (equivalent to 25 g free sugars/day for an individual with a daily 

energy intake of 2000 kcal) in view of the additional benefits in the dental 

caries.4  

 

Initiatives in sugars reduction 

7. WHO recommended populations and individuals should limit the intake 

of free sugars in the diet, and commented that private sector can be a significant 

player in promoting healthy diets.  WHO viewed that initiatives by the food 

industry to reduce sugars as well as other specified nutrients content of 

processed food and portion sizes could accelerate health gains worldwide.5   

 

8. Overseas authorities (e.g. the USA, the UK, Canada, Australia and 

Singapore) have implemented various policies and programmes to reduce sugars 
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intake in school children.  Many authorities have also launched initiatives to 

encourage the food industry to take actions to reduce sugars in products 

available in the market.  Industries have started to explore ways in reducing 

sugars in various types of food such as non-alcoholic beverages, confectioneries 

and bakery products.6  Sugars substitute products specifically designed for 

baking can be found in the market, which can help the bakery industry to reduce 

the amount of sugars added.7,8,9  In addition, many home-made recipes for 

dessert and bakery products with reduced sugars are available via internet 

search.   

 

9. In Hong Kong, the Department of Health (DH) issued a set of 

Nutritional Guidelines on Snacks for Students for Use in Primary and Secondary 

Schools10 in 2010, in which food and drinks that are high in sugars content are 

strongly discouraged in the school setting, which include ready-to-eat 

prepackaged food (except fruit, chestnuts and dairy products) with > 15 g sugars 

/100g and drinks (except milk and no added sugar fruit juice) with > 7.5 g sugars 

/100 ml, etc.   The above classification of high sugars content in food is also 

contained in the Shopping Card of the CFS.11 In November 2012, the CFS has 

issued, in consultation with the trade, a set of “Trade Guidelines for Reducing 

Sugars and Fats in Foods” to provide general advice on producing and 

promoting foods with lower sugars content.  The CFS has also set up a 

Working Group comprising representatives from the food trade in February 

2013 to formulate the measures on reducing sugars in prepackaged beverages.       
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Previous local studies 

10. In 2009, the CFS has conducted studies for both non-prepackaged and 

prepackaged non-alcoholic beverages available in local market to evaluate their 

sugars content.  The study on non-prepackaged beverages (the 2009 Study) 

revealed that sugars content of beverages varied and some beverages, some icy 

drinks (i.e. red bean, pineapple, tri-colour icy drinks) and sour plum drink 

contained relatively high sugars content (> 10 g/100ml); and energy mainly 

came from sugars in most beverages.12  The study on prepackaged ones, which 

is a conjoint study with Consumer Council, revealed that some beverages, such 

as lactic acid beverages, some carbonated drinks, juice drinks and lemon tea, 

contained relatively high sugars content (> 13 g/100g).13  Furthermore, sugars 

contents of commonly available local foods, which were compiled from local 

studies and overseas food composition databases, are also available at the 

web-based Nutrient Information Inquiry System (NIIS) of the CFS website.14  

It is revealed that bakery products (e.g. cakes and bread) and dessert products 

(including sweet soup) contained relatively high sugars content (> 10 g/100g).  

The sugars content of some bakery products have also been reported in the 

recent study entitled Trans Fatty Acids in Local Foods (2012), which is a 

conjoint study with Consumer Council, and are also available at the NIIS.15   

 

11. In order to give an overview of the levels of sugars in non-prepackaged 

foods in Hong Kong, which may provide data for continuous monitoring their 

changes, a benchmark study was conducted.   
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SCOPE OF STUDY 

12. This study focused on three groups of food products, which are likely to 

be the major contributors to sugars in the local diet and likely to be reformulated 

to a lower level by the trade, namely (i) non-alcoholic beverages, (ii) dessert 

products, and (iii) bakery products.  Less sweet version was also included if 

available.  Only non-prepackaged food products likely to be with sugars added 

were selected.   

 

13. The 2009 Study revealed that energy mainly came from sugars in most 

beverages but for the other types of products, the situation is uncertain.  To 

have an idea on the energy contribution from sugars for foods other than 

beverages, both sugars and energy contents in dessert and bakery products were 

determined.  The energy contribution from sugars for beverages, which was 

calculated with reference to the sugars and energy contents extracted from the 

NIIS, were also presented in this report for reference. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Sampling plan 

14. The food samples were taken from the local market from July to 

December 2013.  A total of 284 non-prepackaged food samples, involving 26 
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different products from the three food groups as mentioned in para. 12, were 

collected for testing.  The number of samples /products taken in each food 

group is shown in Table 1.  

Table 1.  Number of samples taken in the three food groups. 

Food group No. samples (No. products) 
Non-alcoholic beverages 160 (11) 
♦ Cold drink (both regular and less 

sweet versions) 
144 (9) 

♦ Hot drink (regular version) 16 (2) 
Dessert products 84 (10) 
♦ Desserts (regular version) 80 (10) 
♦ Desserts with less sweet * 4 (2) 
Bakery products 40 (5) 

Total 284 (26) 

* Samples were collected from two dessert specialty shops serving less sweet /low sugar 

version.   

 

15. Eight samples of the same products were collected from different food 

premises, including restaurants and retail outlets of different regions in Hong 

Kong.  For the nine cold drinks from food group “non-alcoholic beverages”, 

both the regular and less sweet versions were collected at the same food 

premises.  For dessert and bakery products, the less sweet version cannot be 

identified from the food premises where the regular version be collected.  

Instead, two dessert products, namely glutinous rice ball with sesame filling and 

caramel egg custard, were selected and collected individually from two dessert 

specialty shops serving less sweet / low sugar version.  
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16. Since some bakery products covered in the study on Trans Fatty Acids 

in Local Food (2012) also fell within the scope of the current study, results of 

the relevant bakery products (nine products consisting of 50 samples) were also 

reported in the current study.  To this end, results of 14 bakery products 

consisting of 90 samples were reported and analysed in this Study.  

 

Laboratory analysis 

17. Laboratory analysis was conducted by the Food Research Laboratory 

(FRL) on an individual sample basis.  The samples were analysed “as 

purchase”.  The non-alcoholic beverage samples were tested for sugars content 

and the dessert and bakery samples were tested for both sugars and energy 

contents.  A test portion of the sample was extracted with ethanol-water 

mixture (1:1) at 80°C.  After cleanup by solid phase extraction, the sugars were 

quantified by high performance liquid chromatograph equipped with differential 

refractive index detection system.  Six sugars including fructose, galactose, 

glucose, lactose, maltose and sucrose were analysed.  The limits of detection 

(LODs) were 0.04 g/100g for galactose and 0.02 g/100g for the remaining five 

sugars.  Energy contributed by fat, protein and carbohydrate in a food sample 

was calculated by multiplying the content (g/100g) of each nutrient with a factor 

of 9, 4 and 4 respectively.  The total energy content of the sample was the 

summation of these three individual energy contributions and was expressed in 

kcal/100g. 
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Data interpretation 

18. The sugars contents of the products were obtained by summing up the 

levels of the six individual sugars.  A “zero” value were assumed for those 

non-detected results and all detected results and the figures of percentages were 

rounded to two significant figures.   

 

19. The products with high sugars content were then identified with 

reference to high sugars content (Food: > 15 g/100g; drinks: > 7.5 g/100ml) as 

mentioned in the Nutritional Guidelines on Snacks for Students for Use in 

Primary and Secondary Schools10 issued by DH. 

 

20. The possible sugars intakes from the products were also estimated by 

assuming that a person consumed a piece or a unit of such food a day.  For 

non-alcoholic beverages, the average cup size of the samples was used for 

estimating the sugars intakes, while for the dessert and bakery products, the unit 

sizes of the individual samples were used.  The possible sugars intakes were 

then compared with the WHO/FAO recommended intake of free sugars of < 50 

g (if an individual with daily intake of 2000 kcal energy) by assuming that all 

sugars in the samples were free sugars.       

 

  



 

 15

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

21. Results of sugars content for 334 samples of the three food groups and 

energy content for 174 samples of bakery and dessert products were reported in 

this study.    

 

Non-alcoholic beverages 

Sugars content 

22. Table 2 shows the sugars content of the 11 products of non-alcoholic 

beverages (nine cold and two hot beverages).  

 
Table 2. Sugars content of non-alcoholic beverages. 

Food products No. samples Mean sugars content [range] 
(g/100g)

% reduction

Regular Less sweet Regular Less sweet 
Icy drinks      
Red bean icy drink 8 8 13 [7.8 – 22] 11 [6.4 – 20] 18 [0 – 40] 
Pineapple icy drink 8 8 9.6 [8.5 – 11] 8.0 [4.6 – 9.3] 17 [6.1 – 46]
Tri-colour icy drink 8 8 7.1 [4.5 – 10] 5.1 [3.1 – 6.5] 26 [6.7 – 54]
Iced tea or coffee      
Iced lemon tea 8 8 6.5 [5.2 – 8.0] 4.7 [3.0 – 6.3] 27 [1.6 – 45]
Iced milk tea 8 8 6.3 [4.1 – 8.3] 4.6 [2.4 – 6.6] 28 [4.6 – 47]
Iced “yuan-yang” 
(mixed coffee 
milk-tea) 

8 8 6.0 [3.8 – 8.3] 5.0 [2.7 – 7.5] 17 [5.1 – 30]

Iced coffee 8 8 5.7 [4.4 – 7.2] 4.0 [2.9 – 5.1] 29 [5.6 – 47]
Iced milk tea with 
pearl tapioca 

8 8 5.4 [3.0 – 6.7] 3.8 [1.8 – 5.3] 27 [2.3 – 73]

Iced caffé mocha 8 8 4.9 [3.2 – 8.2] 3.7 [1.8 – 6.1] 24 [9.1 – 55]
Hot beverages      
Hot citron tea 8 -- 7.4 [5.7 – 11] -- -- 
Hot sour plum drink 8 -- 4.7 [1.7 – 9.3] -- -- 
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23. Among the cold beverages, the icy drinks contained sugars content 

generally higher than the iced tea or coffee.  The mean sugars content of the 

three icy drinks ranged from 7.1 to 13 g/100g (regular version) and from 5.1 to 

11 g/100g (less sweet version), whereas the mean sugars content of the six iced 

tea or coffee ranged from 4.9 to 6.5 g/100g (regular version) and from 3.7 to 5.0 

g/100g (less sweet version).  Less sweet versions contained 17% (pineapple icy 

drink and iced “yuan-yang”) to 29% (iced coffee) less sugars than their regular 

counterparts, with a mean of 24%.  For the two hot beverages, the mean sugars 

content of hot sour plum drink was 4.7 g/100g and hot citron tea was 7.4 g/100g. 

 

24. Two icy drinks, i.e. red bean icy drink and pineapple icy drink, were 

found to contain sugars with value > 7.5 g/100ml (or ~ > 7.2 g/100g)† which are 

considered as high sugars content10, in all samples of regular version and most 

samples of less sweet version [red bean icy drink: mean = 13 g/100g (regular 

version) and 11 g/100g (less sweet version); pineapple icy drink: mean = 9.6 

g/100g (regular version) and 8.0 g/100g (less sweet version)].  In addition, the 

hot citron tea was also found to contain high sugars content (mean= 7.4 g/100g). 

 

25. Red bean icy drink was found to contain the highest mean sugars 

content (13 g/100g for regular version) with a wider range of sugars content (7.8 

– 22 g/100g for regular version) among all non-alcoholic beverages.  It is 
                                                 
† For considering whether the samples were high sugars content, the sugars content in the samples were 
converted from the expression of “per 100g” into “per 100 ml” by using the density of the individual samples. 
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common that sugar is added during preparing the red bean ingredient and syrup 

is then further added when preparing the icy drink.  It may lead to high in 

sugars content in red bean icy drink.   Moreover, the large variation of sugars 

content may be due to the difference in recipes among the samples tested.   

 

26. As revealed in the 2009 Study, the energy mainly came from the sugars 

in most non-alcoholic beverages.12  The energy contribution from sugars of the 

11 non-alcoholic beverages derived from their sugars (ranged from 3.8 to 11 

g/100g) and energy contents (ranged from 28 to 81 kcal/100g) of the 2009 Study 

extracted from NIIS14 was presented as follows for reference.  The energy 

contribution from sugar for the three icy drinks ranged from 51% to 86% 

(regular version) and from 49% to 69% (less sweet version); the six iced tea or 

coffee ranged from 36% to 70% (regular version) and from 28% to 83% (less 

sweet version); and the two hot beverages were 85% and 90%.   

 

27. Table 3 shows the mean sugars content of 11 non-alcoholic beverages of 

the current study and the NIIS data of the 2009 Study14.   
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Table 3. Sugars content of non-alcoholic beverages of the current study 
and the NIIS data of the 2009 Study. 
 

Food products Mean sugars content (g/100g) 
Regular Less sweet 

 2009 
study 

Current 
Study 

% 
change*

2009 
study 

Current 
Study 

% 
change*

Icy drinks       
Red bean icy drink 11 13 16 9.5 11 11 
Pineapple icy drink 11 9.6 - 13 6.9 8.0 16 
Tri-colour icy drink 10 7.1 - 30 9.0 5.1 - 43 
Iced tea or coffee       
Iced lemon tea 8.0 6.5 - 19 5.8 4.7 - 20 
Iced milk tea 7.0 6.3 - 9 4.8 4.6 - 5 
Iced “yuan-yang” (mixed 
coffee milk-tea) 

7.9 6.0 - 25 5.7 5.0 - 13 

Iced coffee 6.3 5.7 - 10 4.7 4.0 - 15 
Iced milk tea with pearl 
tapioca 

5.8 5.4 - 8 3.8 3.8  0 

Iced caffé mocha 7.0 4.9 - 31 5.8 3.7 - 37 
Hot beverages       
Hot citron tea 9.6 7.4 - 23 -- -- -- 
Hot sour plum drink 11 4.7 - 58 -- -- -- 
* The figures of % change were round to whole number.   

 

28. Sugars content in 60% of non-alcoholic beverages products were found 

to be reduced by over 10% as compared with the 2009 Study, but the red bean 

icy drink (regular and less sweet versions) and pineapple icy drink (less sweet 

version) were found to have a higher sugar content than those of the 2009 Study.   

 

Possible sugars intakes 

29. Table 4 shows the possible sugars intakes from consumption of 

non-alcoholic beverages for a person.  The possible sugars intakes from 

individual non-alcoholic beverages were estimated based on the assumption that 
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a person consumed a cup of the drink once a day (average cup sizes: 350 g of 

cold beverage samples; 250 g of hot beverage samples). 

 
Table 4. Possible sugars intakes from consumption of non-alcoholic 
beverages for a person. 

Food products Regular version Less sweet version 
Mean sugars 

intake [range] 
(g/person/day)*

% contributed 
to the 

recommended 
free sugars 

intake [range]#

Mean sugars 
intake [range] 

(g/person/day)* 

% contributed 
to the 

recommended 
free sugars 

intake [range]#
Icy drinks     

Red bean icy drink 45 [27 – 77] 89 [55 – 150] 37 [22 – 70] 74 [45 – 140]
Pineapple icy drink 34 [30 – 39] 67 [60 – 77] 28 [16 – 33] 56 [32 – 65] 
Tri-colour icy drink 25 [16 – 35] 49 [32 – 70] 18 [11 – 23] 36 [22 – 46] 
Iced tea or coffee     
Iced lemon tea 23 [18 – 28] 45 [36 – 56] 16 [11 – 22] 33 [21 – 44] 
Iced milk tea 22 [14 – 29] 44 [29 – 58] 16 [8.4 – 23] 32 [17 – 46] 
Iced “yuan-yang” 
(mixed coffee milk-tea) 

21 [13 – 29] 42 [27 – 58] 17 [9.5 – 26] 35 [19 – 53] 

Iced coffee 20 [15 – 25] 40 [31 – 50] 14 [10 – 18] 28 [20 – 36] 
Iced milk tea with pearl 
tapioca 

19 [11 – 23] 37 [21 – 47] 13 [6.3 – 19] 27 [13 – 37] 

Iced caffé mocha 17 [11 – 29] 34 [22 – 57] 13 [6.3 – 21] 26 [13 – 43] 
Hot beverages     
Hot citron tea 19 [14 – 28] 37 [29 – 55]   
Hot sour plum drink 12 [4.3 – 23] 23 [8.5 – 47]   

* The sugars intakes were estimated by assuming that a person consumed a cup of such 

beverages once a day.  The average cup sizes of 350 g of cold beverage samples and 250 g 

of hot beverage samples were applied in the estimation.   

# The recommended free sugars intake refers to the WHO/FAO recommended daily free 

sugars intake of < 50 g if an individual with a daily energy intake of 2000 kcal. 

 

30. Among the nine cold non-alcoholic beverages, the possible sugars 

intakes for icy drinks were estimated to be ranged from 25 to 45 g/person/day 

(regular version) and from 18 to 37 g/person/day (less sweet version) and the 
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possible sugars intakes for iced tea or coffee were estimated to be ranged from 

17 to 23 g/person/day (regular version) and from 13 to 17 g/person/day (less 

sweet version).  For the two hot beverages, the possible sugars intakes for hot 

citron tea and hot sour plum drink were 19 and 12 g/person/day, respectively.   

 

31. The three icy drinks (regular version) were found to contribute close to 

or over half (49% – 89%) of the WHO/FAO recommended daily free sugars 

intake of < 50 g, and even the less sweet versions of red bean icy drink and 

pineapple icy drink were found to contribute over half (74% and 56% 

respectively) of the WHO/FAO recommended daily free sugars intake.  

Although the six iced tea or coffee products (both regular and less sweet 

versions) and two hot beverages contained sugars content lower than the icy 

drinks, they were still found to contribute close to or over a quarter (26% – 45% 

for iced tea or coffee; 23% – 37% for hot beverages) of the WHO/FAO 

recommended daily free sugars intake.   

 

32. The sugars intake from a cup of red bean icy drink (regular version) was 

found to be the highest (mean= 45 g/person/day; 89% of the WHO/FAO 

recommended daily free sugars intake).  Furthermore, in some red bean icy 

drink samples, the sugars intakes from having a cup of it have already exceeded 

the WHO/FAO recommended daily free sugars intake (highest= 77 g/person/day, 

150% of the recommended intake).   
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33. The findings may reflect that some food trade has implemented 

measures to reduce the sugars content in the non-alcoholic beverages in recent 

years.  However, the non-alcoholic beverages, particularly the icy drinks, were 

still found to contain high sugars content and contribute a lot to the sugars 

intakes, no matter whether it was regular or less sweet version.  Hence, effort 

should be made to further reduce the sugars content of non-alcoholic beverages, 

particularly the icy drinks. 

 

Dessert products 

Sugars content 

34. Table 5 shows the sugars and energy contents of the 10 dessert products 

as well as their sugars contribution to energy.   Among the 10 dessert products, 

the mean sugars content for regular version ranged from 6.7 g/100g (red bean 

sweet soup) to 39 g/100g (macaron) and the mean energy content ranged from 

77 kcal/100g (red bean sweet soup) to 460 kcal/100g (macaron).  By 

calculation (1 g of sugars provides 4 kcal of energy), the contribution of energy 

from sugars ranged from 12% (glutinous rice ball with sesame filling) to 38% 

(frozen yoghurt).   
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Table 5. Sugars and energy content and % of energy contributed from 
sugars of dessert products. 

Food products No. samples Mean sugars 
content  [range] 

(g/100g) 

Mean energy 
content [range] 

(kcal/100g) 

% of energy 
contributed 
from sugars 

[range] 
Regular version:     
Macaron 8 39 [27 – 51] 460 [440 – 480] 34 [23 – 45] 

Molten chocolate cake 8 19 [9.4 – 35] 430 [350 – 490] 18 [7.7 – 33]

Soufflé 8 16 [9.4 – 25] 190 [91 – 410] 35 [22 – 44] 

Steamed sago dumpling 
with red bean paste 

8 15 [11 – 18] 210 [160 – 290] 28 [22 – 35] 

Caramel egg custard 8 12 [5.8 – 19] 270 [160 – 370] 21 [6.8 – 38]

Frozen yoghurt 8 10 [3.7 – 14] 110 [65 – 140] 38 [23 – 58] 

Glutinous rice ball with 
sesame filling 

8 8.0 [5.8 – 9.5] 260 [220 – 280] 12 [11 – 15] 

Mango pudding 8 7.8 [3.6 – 13] 100 [72 – 170] 32 [16 – 58] 

Milk pudding 8 6.9 [5.1 – 9.4] 140 [75 – 220] 22 [13 – 33] 

Red bean sweet soup 8 6.7 [3.7 – 8.8] 77 [68 – 87] 35 [22 – 45] 

Less sweet version:     

Caramel egg custard 2 11 [10 – 12] 300 [250 – 350] 15 [11 – 19] 

Glutinous rice ball with 
sesame filling  

2 6.5 [5.7 – 7.3] 240 [200 – 270] 11 [11 – 11] 

 

35. Three dessert products were found to contain sugars with mean value > 

15 g/100g which are considered as high sugars content, and they are macaron 

(mean=39 g/100g), molten chocolate cake (mean=19 g/100g) and soufflé 

(mean=16 g/100g), of which all samples of macaron were found to contain high 

sugars content (ranged from 27 to 51 g/100g).  In addition, macaron and 

molten chocolate cake contained high sugars content and also high energy 

content (460 kcal/100g and 430 kcal/100g respectively).  The two dessert 

products with less sweet version (i.e. caramel egg custard, and glutinous rice 

ball with sesame filling), the sugars content of the less sweet version (11 and 6.5 

g/100g respectively) were lower than their regular counterparts (12 and 8.0 
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g/100g respectively) and the less sweet versions contained 8.3% and 19% less 

sugars than the regular counterparts, respectively. 

 

36. Sugars were found only to contribute part of energy in the dessert 

products (12% – 38%).  Other ingredients in the dessert products, such as 

butter and flour, may also contribute to the energy.  Attention should also be 

paid on the energy content of the dessert products apart from sugars content. 

 

Possible sugars intakes 

37. Table 6 shows the possible sugars intakes from consumption of dessert 

products for a person.  The possible sugars intakes from individual dessert 

products were estimated based on the assumption that a person consumed a 

piece or a unit of such food once a day.   
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Table 6. Possible sugars intakes from consumption of dessert products 
for a person. 

Food products Weight per piece 
/unit [range] (g) 

Mean sugars 
content [range] 

(g/100g) 

Mean sugars 
intake [range] 

(g/person/day)* 

% contributed 
to the 

recommended 
free sugars 

intake [range]#
Regular version:     

Macaron 14 [8.0 – 19] 39 [27 – 51] 5.3 [2.2 – 6.5] 11 [4.3 – 13] 

Molten chocolate cake 120 [85 – 200] 19 [9.4 – 35] 25 [10 – 50] 49 [21 – 100] 

Soufflé 170 [40 – 370] 16 [9.4 – 25] 26 [3.8 – 56] 52 [7.5 – 110] 

Steamed sago dumpling 
with red bean paste 

38 [20 – 60] 15 [11 – 18] 5.2 [2.8 – 7.8] 10 [5.6 – 16] 

Caramel egg custard 140 [75 – 350] 12 [5.8 – 19] 17 [4.4 – 35] 34 [8.7 – 70] 

Frozen yoghurt 170 [96 –260] 10 [3.7 – 14] 18 [3.6 – 34] 35 [7.1 – 68] 

Glutinous rice ball with 
sesame filling 

27 [12 – 42] 8.0 [5.8 – 9.5] 2.1 [0.9 – 3.8] 4.2 [1.8 – 7.6] 

Mango pudding 200 [89 – 400] 7.8 [3.6 – 13] 15 [5.6 – 31] 31 [11 – 62] 

Milk pudding 170 [110 – 240] 6.9 [5.1 – 9.4] 12 [6.6 – 21] 23 [13 – 41] 

Red bean sweet soup 390 [290 – 530] 6.7 [3.7 – 8.8] 27 [13 – 46] 53 [26 – 92] 

Less sweet version:     

Caramel egg custard  110 [97 – 120] 11 [10 – 12] 12 [9.7 – 14] 24 [19 – 29] 

Glutinous rice ball with 
sesame filling 

16 [14 – 18] 6.5 [5.7 – 7.3] 1.0 [1.0 – 1.0] 2.0 [2.0 – 2.1] 

* The sugars intakes were estimated by assuming that a person consumed a piece or a unit of 

such food once a day. 

# The recommended free sugars intake refers to the WHO/FAO recommended daily free 

sugars intake of < 50 g if an individual with a daily energy intake of 2000 kcal. 

 

38. Possible sugars intakes from dessert products (regular version) were 

estimated to be ranged from 2.1 g/person/day (glutinous rice ball with sesame 

filling) to 27 g/person/day (red bean sweet soup), if a person consumed a piece 

or a unit of such food once a day.  Three items, i.e. red bean sweet soup (53% 

of the WHO/FAO recommended daily free sugars intake), soufflé (52%) and 

molten chocolate cake (49%), were found to contribute close to or over half of 

the WHO/FAO recommended daily free sugars intake of < 50 g.  Besides, four 
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items, i.e. frozen yoghurt (35% of the WHO/FAO recommended daily free 

sugars intake), caramel egg custard (regular (34%) and less sweet (24%) 

versions), and mango puddings (31%) and milk pudding (23%) were found to 

contribute close to or over a quarter of the WHO/FAO recommended daily free 

sugars intake.   

  

39. The findings revealed that soufflé and molten chocolate cake contained 

high sugars contents and also contributed a lot to the WHO/FAO recommended 

daily free sugars intake.  Although macaron contained the highest sugars 

content (mean = 39 g/100g) among all the products tested, the possible sugars 

intake from a piece of this product contributed 11% of the WHO/FAO 

recommended daily free sugars intake due to the smaller in portion size (mean = 

14 g).  Apart from the sugars content of the samples, the portion size of the 

samples may also influence the estimation of possible sugars intakes.  Besides, 

if an individual consumes more than a unit of such food, the intakes will 

increase proportionally.   

 

Bakery products 

Sugars content 

40. Table 7 shows the sugars and energy contents of the 14 bakery products 

as well as their sugars contribution to energy.  Among the 14 bakery products, 

the mean sugars content ranged from 5.2 g/100g (white bread) to 24 g/100g 

(plain cake) and the mean energy content ranged from 280 kcal /100g (white 
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bread) to 500 kcal/100g (cookies).  By calculation (1 g of sugars provides 4 

kcal of energy), the contribution of energy from sugars ranged from 7.5% (white 

bread) to 27% (spongy cake).   

 
Table 7. Sugars and energy contents and % of energy contributed from 
sugars of bakery products. 

Food products No. 
samples 

Mean sugars 
content [range] 

(g/100g) 

Mean energy 
content [range] 

(kcal/100g) 

% of energy 
contributed from 

sugars [range] 
Plain cake * 5 24 [22 – 26] 450 [410 – 480] 21 [20 – 22] 

Spongy cake 8 20 [18 – 23] 310 [230 – 360] 27 [21 – 38] 

Coconut tart 8 19 [16 – 24] 470 [420 – 530] 16 [12 – 20] 

Muffin 8 19 [4.5 – 24] 390 [370 – 420] 19 [4.6 – 25] 

Cookies * 5 16 [11 – 29] 500 [470 – 540] 13 [9.0 – 25] 

Swiss roll * 5 16 [11 – 20] 380 [340 – 420] 16 [13 – 19] 

Cocktail bun * 5 15 [13 – 16] 380 [360 – 410] 15 [14 – 17] 

Cheese cake * 6 15 [7.6 – 21] 320 [270 – 360] 18 [11 – 23] 

Wife cake * 5 13 [8.7 – 20] 430 [400 – 480] 13 [7.3 – 20] 

Coconut and cream bun * 6 13 [11 – 17] 380 [360 – 420] 14 [11 – 17] 

Pineapple bun 8 13 [11 – 15] 350 [320 – 370] 15 [14 – 18] 

Egg tart * 8 13 [10 – 17] 330 [290 – 380] 15 [12 – 21] 

Doughnut * 5 11 [3.7 – 15] 370 [340 – 400] 11 [4.4 – 17] 

White bread 8 5.2 [3.0 – 7.0] 280 [260 – 300] 7.5 [4.6 – 10] 

* Test results were extracted from the study on Trans Fatty Acids in Local Food in 2012. 15 

 

41. Six products were found to contain sugars with mean value > 15 g/100g 

which are considered as high sugars content, and they are plain cake (mean=24 

g/100g), spongy cake (mean=20 g/100g), coconut tart (mean=19 g/100g), 

muffin (mean=19 g/100g), cookies (mean=16 g/100g) and Swiss roll (mean=16 

g/100g) and the first three were found to contain sugars > 15 g/100g in all 

samples.  Although the mean sugars content of the three remaining products 

were found to be > 15 g/100 g, a wider range of sugars content was found within 

samples and also some samples were found to be ≤ 15 g/100g, particularly the 
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cookies that only one sample was found with high sugars content (29 g/100g).  

In other words, lower sugars content versions of these types of products are 

available in the local market.  The sugars content of the three sweet bread, i.e. 

pineapple bun, coconut and cream bun and cocktail bun, ranged from 13 to 15 

g/100g and were higher than that of the white bread (mean=5.2 g/100g) but 

lower than those of the cake items (mean = 15 – 24 g/100g) (Table 7). 

 

42. Sugars were found only to contribute part of energy in the bakery 

products (7.5% – 27%).  Other ingredients in the bakery products, such as 

butter and flour, may also contribute to the energy.  Bakery products were 

found to contain higher energy content (280 – 500 kcal/100g) than the dessert 

products (77 – 460 kcal/100g).  Apart from the sugars content, attention should 

also be paid on the energy content of the bakery products.    

 

Possible sugars intakes 

43. Table 8 shows the possible sugars intakes from consumption of bakery 

products for a person.  The possible sugars intakes from individual bakery 

products were estimated based on the assumption that a person consumed a 

piece or a unit of such food once a day.   
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Table 8. Possible sugars intakes from consumption of bakery products 
for a person. 

Food products Weight per 
piece / unit 
[range] (g) 

Mean sugars 
content  
[range] 

(g/100g) 

Mean sugars 
intake [range] 

(g/person/day)* 

% contributed to 
the recommended 
free sugars intake 

[range]# 
Plain cake 21 [6.9 – 56] 24 [22 – 26] 4.9 [1.8 – 12] 9.8 [3.6 – 25] 

Spongy cake 71 [43 – 94] 20 [18 – 23] 14 [9.5 – 19] 29 [19 – 38] 

Coconut tart 70 [61 – 86] 19 [16 – 24] 13 [11 – 15] 27 [22 – 31] 

Muffin 91 [44 – 130] 19 [4.5 – 24] 18 [2.0 – 31] 37 [4.0 – 62] 

Cookies 28 [15 – 45] 16 [11 – 29] 4.5 [2.0 – 8.7] 9.0 [4.0 – 17] 

Swiss roll 38 [27 – 46] 16 [11 – 20] 5.9 [4.1 – 7.3] 12 [8.3 – 15] 

Cocktail bun 88 [73 – 120] 15 [13 – 16] 13 [9.5 – 19] 26 [19 – 37] 

Cheese cake 110 [56 – 170] 15 [7.6 – 21] 17 [6.8 – 28] 34 [14 – 55] 

Wife cake 71 [44 – 86] 13 [8.7 – 20] 10 [3.8 – 16] 20 [7.7 – 33] 

Coconut and cream bun 93 [78 – 110] 13 [11 – 17] 12 [8.9 – 17] 24 [18 – 35] 

Pineapple bun 82 [67 – 99] 13 [11 – 15] 11 [9.6 – 13] 21 [19 – 26] 

Egg tarts 65 [53 – 79] 13 [10 – 17] 8.2 [5.8 – 11] 16 [12 – 22] 

Doughnut 63 [51 – 69] 11 [3.7 – 15] 6.7 [2.4 – 10] 13 [4.8 – 21] 

White bread 41 [24 – 55] 5.2 [3.0 – 7.0] 2.1 [1.2 – 3.6] 4.3 [2.4 – 7.1] 

* The sugars intakes were estimated by assuming that a person consumed a piece or a unit of 

such food once a day. 

# The recommended free sugars intake refers to the WHO/FAO recommended daily free 

sugars intake of < 50 g if an individual with a daily energy intake of 2000 kcal. 

 

44. Possible sugars intakes from bakery products were estimated to be 

ranged from 2.1 g/person/day (white bread) to 18 g/person/day (muffin), if a 

person consumed a piece or a unit of such food once a day.  Six items, i.e. 

muffin (37% of the WHO recommended daily free sugars intake), cheese cake 

(34%), spongy cake (29%), coconut tart (27%), cocktail bun (26%) and coconut 

and cream bun (24%) were found to contribute close to or more than a quarter of 

the WHO/FAO recommended daily free sugars intake of < 50 g. 
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45. The findings revealed that muffin, spongy cake and coconut tart 

contained high sugars contents and also contributed a lot to the WHO/FAO 

recommended daily free sugars intake.  Although the plain cake contained the 

highest sugars content (mean = 24 g/100g) among all the bakery products, the 

possible sugars intake from a piece or a unit of such food was not high (9.8% of 

the WHO/FAO recommended free sugars intake) due to the smaller in portion 

size (mean = 21 g).  Apart from the sugars contents of the samples, the portion 

size of the samples may also influence the estimation of possible sugars intakes.  

Besides, if an individual consumes more than a unit of such food, the intakes 

will increase proportionally.   

 

46. Having various kinds of food may lead to excessive sugars intake, 

however, it greatly depends on the food choices of an individual.  If an 

individual consumed a cup of iced milk tea and a cocktail bun (a kind of sweet 

bun) for breakfast, a cup of iced coffee for lunch and caramel egg custard for 

dessert in a day, the sugars intake would exceed the WHO/FAO recommended 

daily free sugars intake of < 50 g (total sugars intake= 72 g/person/day, 144% of 

the recommended intake).  If the less sweet versions (with two slices of white 

bread for substituting the cocktail bun) were consumed instead of regular 

versions, the sugars intake would reduce to about 46 g, which was below the 

WHO/FAO recommended daily free sugars intake.  

 

47. In view of the issue of new draft guidelines by the WHO for halving the 

free sugars intake4, the sugars intakes from the products analysed in the current 
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study were re-examined.  It was found that most products analysed would 

contribute significantly to this new draft limit of free sugars intake (i.e. 25 g).  

For instance, the sugars intakes from having a cup of icy drinks (regular version) 

or two cups of iced tea or coffee (less sweet version) would exceed the new draft 

limit.  Hence, more effort should be made in reducing the sugars intakes in 

order to achieve this new target.   

 

 

LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 

48. A large variety of non-prepackaged products from the tested food 

groups is available in Hong Kong.  This study included only some of them 

commonly found on the market.  There were still a number of them not being 

covered.  Moreover, there was variability in the sugars content in food.  The 

sugars content varies as they may have different ingredients and recipe 

formulations. 

 

49. Sugars being analysed in this study are the total sugars content in the 

food.  The possible sugars intake estimation in this study has assumed that all 

sugars in the food sampled were free sugars.  Therefore the free sugars content 

in the food may be lower than the analysed one. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

50. Although the findings indicated that some food trade has implemented 

measures to reduce the sugars content in the non-alcoholic beverages in recent 

years, some kinds of non-alcoholic beverages, even the less sweet version, as 

well as dessert and bakery products, contained high sugars content.  Less sweet 

versions of bakery and dessert products were less common in the market as 

compared to the non-alcoholic beverages.  Effort should be made to further 

reduce the sugars content in the food products and provide less sweet version of 

dessert and bakery products for consumers’ choices. 

 

51. In general, dessert and bakery products contained higher energy contents.  

The sugars contributed part of the energy in dessert and bakery products.  

Energy may come from other nutrients such as fat in the dessert and bakery 

products.  Apart from the sugars intake, attention should also be paid on the 

energy intake from dessert and bakery products.   

 

52. To reduce the sugars intake of the population, the trade is advised to take 

reference to the Trade Guidelines in producing and promoting wholesome and 

safe products with lower sugars content, for example, the trade can consider 

providing more reduced sugars content options and offering a range of portion 

sizes of products or smaller dishes for consumers to choose.     
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53. The public is advised to maintain a balanced and varied diet and limit 

the consumption of foods and drinks with high amount of added sugars such as 

icy drinks, macaron and plain cakes.  The public is also advised to choose 

products with lower sugars content and smaller in portion size, order less sweet 

products whenever available, and ask for syrup/sugar to be served separately. 
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