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A study suggests that artificial sweeteners stimulate the 
consumption of food and activate certain neurons involved 
in the control of appetite. This is a reminder that the “diet” 
foods are not a useful approach for reducing caloric intake 
or for maintaining a healthy body weight.  

The sugars added to industrially processed foods are, more and 
more, considered to be an important factor in the risks for obesity 
and heart diseases. According to the World Health Organization, 
these added sugars should not surpass 10% of our daily caloric 
intake, which represents (for the average adult) about 50 g or 12 
teaspoons of sugar. This limit is, unfortunately, very difficult to 
respect due to the ubiquitous presence of sugars in the foods which 
tempt us: the worst example is well known to be soft drinks, with 
more than 40 g of sugar per can, but it must be remembered that 
two thirds of our calories are derived from processed foods, which 
often contain significant quantities of sugar (cereals, yogurts and 
breads, to name only a few sources). Each of us is thus exposed to 
important quantities of added sugars, unbeknownst to us. 

FALSE SUGARS, FALSE PROMISES 

Theoretically, the substitution of these added sugars by artificial 
sweeteners such as aspartame or sucralose (Splenda) should reduce 
the risks associated with added sweetness. These substances mimic 
the taste of sugar but have no calories, and their consumption 
should thus allow people to satisfy their sweet taste for sugar 
without simultaneously ingesting a surplus of energy which can 
lead to excess weight and to the health problems associated with 
both this excess and with obesity, such as diabetes, hypertension 
and certain cancers.  

Reality is, however, quite different: not only do diet products not 
allow us to avoid accumulating excess pounds, but several studies 
have clearly shown that people who consume these artificial 
sugars, e.g. in diet soft drinks, have an increased risk of obesity, 
type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease and metabolic syndrome, 
identical to those who consume foods containing real sugar. In 
other words, whether they are “real” or “false”, the added sugars 
are harmful to our health and the labelling of a substance as being 
“diet” does not mean that it is harmless. 

METABOLIC IMPACT 

It is becoming more and more evident that sweeteners such as 
aspartame or sucralose have negative effects on our metabolic 
function. For example, one study recently showed that the addition 
of aspartame, saccharine or sucralose to the diet was associated 
with a marked increase in the level of blood sugar, even higher 
than was observed with consumption of “real” sugar.  

 

 

This surprising result was caused by derangement of the bacterial 
community present in the intestine by the sweeteners and was 
associated with perturbation of the mechanisms involved in the 
body’s control of glucose1.  

One study recently suggested that derangement of appetite was 
another harmful effect of sweeteners2. By using Drosophila (fruit 
flies) as a model, a team of Australian scientists observed that the 
simple act of adding a sweetener (sucralose) to the diet of these 
insects led to an increase of 30% in the total quantity of calories 
consumed. This effect was specifically caused by the sucralose, 
because the caloric intake returned to normal when the sweetener 
was removed from the food. Experiments performed by these 
authors showed that the insects exposed to the sucralose 
developed, in parallel, a greater attraction to real sugar and that 
they were able to detect it at very weak doses, which pushed them 
to consume more. The same phenomenon was observed in 
mammals, where mice exposed to sucralose for seven days showed 
a 50% increase in the consumption of food, a phenomenon linked 
to an increase in a neurotransmitter (neuropeptide Y), whose role is 
normally to stimulate the appetite after a fast. 

SMART BRAIN 

These results thus suggest that the brain does not like it when we 
try to fool it with fake sugars: when it detects the taste of sugar, but 
without the calories that are normally associated with it, it reacts 
by increasing the appetite for other foods to compensate for this 
absence of calories. This should not be totally surprising since the 
fundamental role of the brain is not to detect sources of sugar, but 
primarily to detect the calories themselves which are essential to 
survival. For the brain, the absence of calories in sweeteners is 
equivalent to a lack of food, which automatically activates the 
survival mechanisms involved in the search for food 

Diet products which contain sweeteners are thus certainly not a 
solution to the health problems associated with excessive 
consumption of sugar. The only realistic way to limit the intake of 
sugar is to cook for oneself and to limit, as much as possible, the 
consumption of industrially processed foods, particularly those 
offered by the junk food market. 

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

(2) Wang QP et al. Sucralose promotes food intake through 
NPY and a neuronal fasting response. Cell. Metab. 
2016;24:75-90. 
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