
Letter to the Editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 

January 17, 2016 
 

“Artificial Sweetener, Aspartame, Dangers?" 
 

 

Hundreds of millions of people worldwide consume daily artificial 

sweeteners, which are found in a wide variety of foods and drinks, including soft 

drinks, cakes and foods for diabetics, as well as medicines.  The artificial sweetener 

aspartame is used globally in more than 6,000 products, including Diet Coke 

products.  It previously was a part of Diet Pepsi, too, until the company changed to 

another artificial sweetener (a Splenda blend) in response to consumer demand by 

health conscious folks.  Many people turn to artificial sweeteners as a sugar 

alternative, but according to a 2014 study, these sweeteners may drive diabetes and 

obesity.  The study, published in the journal Nature, suggested artificial sweeteners - 

including saccharin, sucralose and aspartame - interfere with gut bacteria, increasing 

the activity of pathways associated with obesity and diabetes, appearing to 

dramatically increase both.  Ironically, artificial sweeteners may enhance the exact 

epidemic that they themselves were intended to fight.  The U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) approved aspartame for use in dry foods in 1981 and as a 

general artificial sweetener in 1996.  But, as more research links aspartame to health 

risks, increasing numbers of people are looking to avoid it in their diets.  Unlike 

other artificial sweeteners that move through the body without being digested, 

aspartame can be metabolized by your body and exerts a number of concerning 

effects.  Aspartame has been found to increase hunger ratings compared to glucose 

or water and is associated with heightened motivation to eat (even more so than 

other artificial sweeteners like saccharin or acesulfame potassium). According to 

PLOS One, "Regular consumption of artificially sweetened soft drinks is associated 

with disorders of the metabolic syndrome, including abdominal obesity, insulin 

resistance and/or impaired glucose tolerance, dyslipidemia and high blood pressure.  

Aspartame is reported to increase the relative risk of type 2 diabetes by 67 percent 

and the metabolic syndrome 36 percent.”  Ninety-two percent of independently 

funded studies found aspartame may cause adverse effects, including depression and 

headaches.  When aspartame is in liquid form, it breaks down into methyl alcohol, or 

methanol, which is then converted into formaldehyde, which is thought to be the 

root of the aspartame problem.  Reportedly, the formaldehyde is free to cause 

enormous damage in your tissues. However, in 2013, the European Food Safety 

Authority launched a sweetener reevaluation program and found that aspartame is 

safe if ingestion remains below 40 mg/kg per day (the equivalent of drinking at least 

12 cans of diet soda per day every day of the week).  

 

In the America that I love, we are puzzled that industry reports find 

aspartame innocent of all charges, whereas independent studies find it guilty as 

charged.  Common sense says to avoid excessive consumption of artificial 

sweeteners.  
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