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Are Artificial Sweeteners Better or
Worse Than Sugar?

Everywhere you look, people seem to be praising the benefits of
a sugar-free diet. From “zero-calorie” drinks to sugar-free
desserts, artificial sweeteners are often marketed as the
smarter, healthier choice. But nutrition is rarely one-size-fits-all.
Not all sugar is created equal, and no single approach works
best for everyone’s body, goals, or lifestyle.

At first glance, artificial sweeteners seem like a clear win,
especially for weight loss. A typical 300 ml bottle or can of
regular sugary soft drink contains around 140-160 calories,
almost all of them from added sugar. The same quantity of a
diet or “zero” soft drink contains virtually no calories. On paper,
the choice appears obvious.

What Exactly Is Sugar?

Sugar is a type of carbohydrate, just like fiber and starch. While
carbohydrates are essential macronutrients, added sugar is not
nutritionally essential. The term sugar is actually an umbrella
covering several simple carbohydrates. The most familiar is
sucrose, white table sugar commonly used in sweets and baked goods. But sugar also occurs naturally in many whole foods,
including fruits, vegetables, grains, and dairy. Natural sugars include Glucose, Fructose, Galactose, Lactose, Maltose

When consumed in whole foods, these sugars come packaged with fiber, vitamins, minerals, and phytonutrient factors that
significantly change how the body processes them.

What Are Artificial Sweeteners?

Artificial sweeteners are chemically manufactured sugar substitutes designed to deliver intense sweetness with litile to no

calories. Many are hundreds of times sweeter than sugar, meaning only tiny amounts are needed. Because they are not fully

broken down by the digestive system, artificial sweeteners do not provide energy (calories) to the body. They fall into three main

groups:

< Non-nutritive (Zero or Very Low Calorie) Sweeteners: Non-caloric, lab-made, Aspartame, Sucralose, Saccharin, Neotame,
Advantame

 Low-Calorie Bulk Sweeteners (Sugar Alcohols / Polyols): Partially absorbed carbohydrates that contain fewer calories than
sugar and must be listed on nutrition labels.
Examples include Erythritol, Xylitol, Sorbitol, Maltitol, Isomalt, Lactitol

< Novel (Plant-Derived) Sweeteners: Often marketed as “natural,” these newer sweeteners combine features of both artificial
and natural sugars, Stevia, Monk fruit, Allulose, Tagatose

Did you know?
‘
Artificial sweeteners can taste sweet

without triggening the insulin signals
that tell your brain you’re fulll
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Possible Side Effects of Artificial Sweeteners

While artificial sweeteners are generally considered safe in
regulated amounts, emerging research suggests they may not be
metabolically neutral for everyone.

Increased Appetite and Cravings

Some studies indicate that artificial sweeteners may activate

reward pathways in the brain without providing energy, potentially

increasing hunger and cravings. Regular consumption of (o)
aspartame, for example, has been linked in some studies to O
increased calorie intake and sugar cravings.

Rethinking “Zero Calories” P - -~ N
Multiple studies have reported associations between artificial - —

sweetener use and several health outcomes. It’s important to note S N\
that many of these are associations (correlations) and do not — \
always prove direct causation. Some of the commonly reported c— J

links include: Higher body mass index (BMI), Increased risk of / —

obesity, Elevated blood pressure, Greater likelihood of metabolic
syndrome.

« Greater accumulation of body fat in older adults
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Long-term consumption of diet sodas has also been linked to: \ ‘:——\ '>

important questions about whether “zero calories” automatically ?

translates to improved long-term metabolic health or better weight
management outcomes. ~ -
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Poorly Regulated Blood Sugar

Artificial sweeteners do not directly raise blood glucose, but their sweet taste may stimulate insulin release. Over time, this
mismatch between sweetness and calories could contribute to insulin resistance in susceptible individuals. Some people
may also experience reactive hypoglycemia, where insulin release lowers blood sugar after consuming artificially sweetened
foods.

Altered Gut Microbiome - Why It Matters
Artificial sweeteners such as saccharin and sucralose are not fully digested in the small intestine. This means a portion of them
reaches the large intestine, where trillions of bacteria collectively known as the gut microbiome live and interact with what we eat.

Research in both animals and humans suggests that certain non-nutritive sweeteners may:
= Change the composition of gut bacteria (which species grow more or less)

» Reduce some heneficial bacteria

 Encourage the growth of strains linked to metabolic changes

This shift is sometimes referred to as gut dysbiosis an imbalance between helpful and potentially harmful microbes. Some human
studies have observed that alterations in gut bacteria after artificial sweetener consumption may be associated with reduced
glucose tolerance (the body’s ability to handle sugar efficiently). However, responses appear to vary from person to person not
everyone experiences the same changes. It's important to emphasize that this is still an evolving area of research. Current
evidence shows potential associations and biological plausibility, but more long-term human studies are needed to fully
understand the clinical impact.

Cardiovascular Risk

A recent study published in Nature Medicine found that erythritol was associated with a higher risk of heart attack and stroke,
particularly in individuals with existing cardiovascular risk factors. Other large observational studies have linked frequent
consumption of artificially sweetened beverages with increased risk of stroke and heart disease in mid-to-late adulthood. More
research is still needed, but these findings warrant caution.

Metabolic Syndrome

Artificial sweeteners have been associated with metabolic syndrome, a cluster of conditions that increase the risk of heart
disease, diabetes, and stroke. These include: Abdominal obesity, High blood pressure, Elevated blood sugar, High triglycerides,
Low HDL (“good”) cholesterol. So... Are Artificial Sweeteners Better or Worse Than Sugar?

There is no single, universal answer

Artificial sweeteners are not inherently “bad,” nor is sugar inherently “toxic.” Context matters. Quantity matters. And individual
response matters. For most people, the healthiest approach lies in moderation, minimizing both added sugars and heavy reliance
on artificial substitutes, while prioritizing whole, minimally processed foods. Sweetness, like many things in nutrition, is best
enjoyed thoughtfully, not excessively. As always, dietary choices should be personalized, especially for individuals with diabetes,
metabolic disorders, or cardiovascular risk.
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