
S ince my high school days, I have 
used some form of artificial sweet-
ener in lieu of sugar. Long believing 

that sugar avoidance was the key to weight 
maintenance, I didn’t give much thought 
to the published ill effects of sugar sub-
stitutes—after all, I wasn’t a mouse, and I 
wasn’t consuming mass doses. Did the ar-
tificial sweeteners assist in controlling my 
weight? Quite honestly, I doubt it—but I 
was so used to being “sugar free” that I was 
habituated to using these products.

Several years ago at a luncheon, I was 
reaching for a packet of artificial sweetener 
to pour into my iced tea when an NP friend 
stopped me. She and her husband (a phar-
macist) had sworn off these products after 
noting that he was having issues with his 
cognition and experiencing increased ir-
ritability. With no obvious cause for these 
symptoms, they investigated his diet. He 
had, over the previous year, increased his 
use of aspartame. They found research sup-
porting an association between aspartame 
and changes in behavior and cognition. 
When he stopped using the product, they 

both noticed a return to his former jovial, 
intellectual self. I acknowledged their re-
search conclusion as an “n = 1” but gave it 
no further credence.

More recently, friends who had adopted 
an “all-natural” diet chastised me for drink-
ing sugar-free seltzer. I had switched years 
ago from diet sodas to this beverage as my 
primary source of hydration. What could be 
wrong? It had zero calories, no sodium, and 
no sugar. Ah, but it contained aspartame! 
Since switching to a food plan without as-
partame, my friends had observed that they 
were feeling better and more alert. Hmm, 
sounded familiar … maybe there was some-
thing to these claims after all. I did a little 
research of my own, and was I surprised!

On the exterior, aspartame is a highly 
studied food additive with decades of re-
search demonstrating its safety for human 
consumption.1 But what exactly happens 
when this sweetener is ingested? First, as-
partame breaks down into amino acids and 
methanol (ie, wood alcohol). The methanol 
continues to break down into formaldehyde 
and formic acid, a substance commonly 

found in bee and ant 
venom (see Figure). 
And if that weren’t 
enough, a potential 
brain tumor agent 
(aspartylphenylala-
nine diketopipera-
zine) is also a residual 
byproduct.2,3 As you 
might expect, these 
components and by-
products come with 
varying adverse ef-
fects and potential 
health risks.

The majority of ar-
tificially sweetened 
beverages (ASBs) 
contain aspartame. 
As early as 1984—a 
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mere six months after aspartame was ap-
proved for use in soft drinks—the FDA, with 
the assistance of the CDC, undertook an in-
vestigation of consumer complaints related 
to its use. The research team interviewed 
517 complainants; 346 (67%) reported 
neurologic/behavioral symptoms, includ-
ing headache, dizziness, and mood altera-
tion.4 Despite that statistic, however, the 
researchers reported no evidence for the 
existence of serious, widespread, adverse 
health consequences resulting from aspar-
tame consumption.4 

Reading these reports reminded me of 
my friends’ comments and strongly sug-
gested to me that soft drinks containing 
aspartame may be hard on the brain. Fur-
ther to this point, a recent study found that 
ASB consumption is associated with an in-
creased risk for stroke and dementia.5

Additional studies—including evalu-
ations of possible associations between 
aspartame and headaches, seizures, be-
havior, cognition, and mood, as well as 
allergic-type reactions and use by poten-
tially sensitive subpopulations—have been 
conducted. The verdict? Scientists maintain 
that aspartame is safe and that there are no 
unresolved questions regarding its safety 
when used as intended.6 Some researchers 
question the validity of the link between 
ASB consumption and negative health con-
sequences, suggesting that individuals in 
worse health consume diet beverages in an 
effort to slow health deterioration or to lose 
weight.7 Yet, the debate about the effects of 
aspartame on our organs continues.

The number of epidemiologic studies 
that document strong associations between 
frequent ASB consumption and illness sug-
gests that substituting or promoting arti-
ficial sweeteners as “healthy alternatives” 
to sugar may not be advisable.8 In fact, the 
most recent studies indicate that artificial 
sweeteners—the very compounds mar-
keted to assist with weight control—can 
lead to weight gain, as they trick our brains 
into craving high-calorie foods. Moreover, 
ASB consumption is associated with a 21% 

increased risk for type 2 diabetes.9 Azad 
and colleagues found that evidence does 
not clearly support the use of nonnutritive 
sweeteners for weight management; they 
recommend using caution with these prod-
ucts until the long-term risks and benefits 
are fully understood.7

Is satisfying your sweet tooth with sugar 
alternatives worth the potential risk? Most 
of the studies conducted to support or refute 
aspartame-related health concerns prove 
correlation, not causality. A purist might 
point out that many of the studies have limi-
tations that can lead to faulty conclusions. Be 
that as it may, it still gives one pause.

Small doses of aspartame each day might 
not be a tipping point toward the document-
ed health complaints, but the consistent con-
cerns about its effects were enough for me to 
make the switch to plain water, and sugar for 
my coffee. I do believe that Mary Poppins 
was correct—a spoonful of sugar does help—
and I, for one, am following her lead.

What do you think? Are these concerns 
unfounded, or are we sweetening our road to 
poor health? Share your thoughts with me at 
NPeditor@frontlinemedcom.com.               CR
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