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A new and important study shows that the consumption of 
artificial sweeteners deranges the metabolism of sugar and 
disturbs the function of intestinal bacteria. “Diet” foods 
and drinks are not as harmless as the food industry would 
have us believe! 

The proper functioning of our bodies, and particularly of our 
brains, requires significant amounts of sugar. Having a sweet tooth 
is thus completely normal! This innate attraction to sugar can, 
however, become problematic in our modern era: we don’t always 
realize it, but more than 80% of processed food contain added 
sugar, which daily exposes us to astronomical quantities of sugar, 
much greater than those necessary to satisfy our biochemical 
needs.  

This overconsumption of sugar evidently leads to surplus 
absorption of calories and research has shown that this superfluous 
sugar is directly responsible for the epidemic of excess weight 
which currently affects the majority of industrialized countries.  

IMITATION SUGARS 

Sugar is such an essential component for the taste of processed 
foods that it is practically impossible for the industry to eliminate 
this substance. Their products would no longer have flavour and 
their sales would nosedive! To reduce the calories from sugar, the 
industry uses increasing quantities of artificial sweeteners, such as 
aspartame or sucralose (Splenda), which mimic the taste of sugar 
but which lack calories. 

In theory, the consumption of these artificial sweeteners should 
thus allow the consumer to satisfy their desire for sugar without 
simultaneously ingesting the surplus calories which would lead to 
excess weight and to the health problems associated with obesity, 
such as diabetes and hypertension. 

The reality is, however, somewhat different: several studies have 
clearly shown that people who consume artificial sweeteners, in 
diet soft drinks for example, have increased risks of obesity, of 
type 2 diabetes, of cardiovascular disease and of metabolic 
syndrome, similar to those who consume foods containing real 
sugar(1). How to explain this phenomenon? 

INTESTINAL DISTURBANCE 

A study recently published in the prestigious journal Nature has 
revolutionized our understanding of the effects of artificial 
sweeteners on our health(2). These scientists have effectively shown 
that addition of aspartame, saccharine or sucralose to the diet of 
animal models was associated with a marked increase in their 
levels of blood sugar, greater than observed followed the 
consumption of sugar. This surprising result was caused by 
derangement (dysbiosis) of the bacterial community living in the  

 

intestine by the presence of the sweeteners, similar to the 
derangement observed in people who are obese or diabetic. 

This phenomenon is, in fact, also observed in people: after just four 
days of a diet rich in sweeteners, half of the subjects who 
participated in the study showed both intolerance to glucose and 
modifications in their intestinal flora. These observations thus 
indicate that artificial sweeteners, far from reducing the damage 
caused by a diet rich in sugar, can on the contrary aggravate these 
problems by altering the function of intestinal bacteria. 

There are thus three important reasons why “diet” drinks or foods 
containing artificial sweeteners are not the solution to the problem 
of excess calories which weighs so heavily on our society: 

1. Foods containing artificial sweeteners change nothing 
in our habit of overconsuming sweet foods, which leads 
us to reject certain foods which taste more bitter 
(cruciferous vegetables and green tea, for example) 
which themselves would provide important benefits for 
health. 

2. Studies have suggested that the brain is not satisfied 
when we try to fool it with “fake sugar” which lacks 
calories: in response, the appetite for foods containing 
sugar is increased in such a way as to compensate for 
the absence of calories in artificial sweeteners, thus 
leading to caloric overload. 

3. Artificial sweeteners perturb the metabolism of sugar 
and create conditions that favour the accumulation of 
fat. 

To maintain a healthy weight, the best method remains to stay as 
far as possible from processed foods, whether they are “diet” or 
not, and to cook one’s own food in order to better control its sugar 
content. 

(1) Swithers SE. Artificial sweeteners produce the counterintuitive 
effect of inducing metabolic derangements. Trends. Endocrinol 
Metab. 2013;24:431-441. 

(2) Suez J et al. Artificial sweeteners induce glucose intolerance by 
altering the gut microbiota. Nature 2014:514;181-186. 
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