
Diet soft drinks aren’t really a 

healthy choice 

Richard Béliveau 

Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, April 23, 2018 

Results presented at the most recent congress of the 

American Endocrinology Society confirm that artificial 

sweeteners such as sucralose have negative effects on 

metabolism and promote excess weight gain. 

Regular soft drinks contain astronomical quantities of sugar, about 

nine teaspoons per 355 ml can, containing about 150 calories. This 

may not seem like much, but to burn off 150 calories requires 20 

minutes of jogging or nearly 1 hour of walking. In these times 

when the majority of people are sedentary, the simple act of 

regularly consuming these carbonated drinks thus often leads to 

excess calories which promotes weight gain, and several studies 

indicate that these beverages do indeed contribute to the current 

epidemic of obesity, particularly amongst the young1.  

To counter this problem, the beverage industry has turned towards 

sweeteners like aspartame or sucralose (Splenda) which taste sweet 

but are nonetheless calorie-free. Theoretically, the consumption of 

these artificial sweeteners should permit consumers to satisfy their 

taste for sugars without, however, ingesting surplus energy which 

can lead to excess weight. 

In reality, though, this is not at all what is observed: studies have 

shown that individuals who consume artificial sweeteners, such as 

in diet soft drinks, have an overall risk of obesity, type 2 diabetes, 

cardiovascular diseases and metabolic syndrome that is identical to 

that for people who consume foods which contain real sugars2.  

METABOLIC DEREGULATION 

Research over the past few years has indicated that this absence of 

positive effects due to the use of artificial sweeteners is because of 

the ability of these substances to perturb metabolism. For example, 

according to one study the addition of aspartame, saccharine or 

sucralose to the diet was associated with a marked increase in the 

level of blood sugar, more elevated even than that associated with 

the consumption of sugar3. This surprising result was due to a 

derangement of the bacterial community (dysbiosis) present in the 

intestine by the sweeteners, which perturbed the metabolism of 

sugar and created conditions which promoted the accumulation of 

fat.  

This alteration in metabolism was confirmed by another study 

which was performed using stem cells isolated from adipose tissue. 

These cells are a good model because they possess all of the 

enzymatic machinery necessary for the production of fat, most 

notably with a glucose transporter (GLUT4) which allows entry of 

the sugar to the interior of the cells, as well as a series of enzymes 

which catalyze its conversion to fatty acids. After having exposed 

the cells to physiological doses of sucralose, the researchers 

observed an increase in the expression of several genes involved in 

this conversion of sugar into fats, particularly of the transporter 

 

GLUT4 and of certain adipogenic genes (PLIN, PPARG and 

CEBPA). 

Even more interesting, these results seem to reflect the actual effect 

of diet drinks on the human body; analysis of biopsy samples taken 

from abdominal fat of participants in the study showed that the 

expression of these genes was increased in overweight people who 

regularly consumed diet drinks compared to those who did not 

consume them4.  

Overall these results indicate that, although they lack calories, 

artificial sweeteners such as sucralose can nevertheless promote 

the accumulation of fat by directly acting on fat cells. Diet soft 

drinks are thus absolutely not a useful alternative to standard 

beverages and there is no reason to consume these drinks regularly. 

To quench thirst, a glass of water should suffice. 
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