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“Diet Drink 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.  Periodically, news headlines tout the so-called dangers of 

artificially sweetened drinks, the latest of which claimed that diet drinks are 

linked to strokes and dementia. But, is there proof of this assertion?  The short 

answer is “not really.”  The study, published online in Stroke on April 20, 2017 

claimed to show that consumption of one can of diet soda or more each day was 

associated with a three times increased risk for stroke and dementia over a 10-

year follow-up period compared with individuals who drank no artificially 

sweetened beverages.  But, lead author, Matthew P. Pase, PhD, Boston 

University School of Medicine, said, "We can't show cause and effect in this 

study as it is observational in design, but given the popularity of diet drinks we 

desperately need more research on this question." So, without cause and effect, 

there is no proof. Further, Dr. Pase is not yet recommending against diet 

beverages based on this study. Many people turn to artificial sweeteners as a 

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

diabetes and obesity. However, Dr. Pase said, "We did find that a higher intake 

of diet soda was linked to diabetes at baseline, but again we don't know which 

came first.  Did the diet drinks increase the risk of developing diabetes, or did 

diabetic patients choose diet drinks as they have to limit their sugar intake?" 

Also, he said, "It is not clear whether the diet sodas are causing stroke and 

dementia or whether unhealthy people gravitate more towards these drinks than 

healthier people. The link between diet drinks and dementia became 

nonsignificant when adjusted for vascular risk factors.”  There are many studies 

suggesting harmful effects of sugar-sweetened drinks.  Sugar-sweetened 

beverages were not associated with stroke or dementia risk, but the authors say 

this should not be taken as evidence that sugary drinks are safe.  Curiously, 

another study by the same group, published online in Alzheimer's and Dementia 

on March 5, showed a link between consumption of both sugar-sweetened and 

artificially sweetened beverages and reduction in brain volume in a middle-aged 

cohort.  In the cross-sectional study, the sugary drinks, which included both 

soda and fruit juice, were also associated with worse episodic memory.  

  

In the America that I love, many of us turn to artificial sweeteners as a 

sugar alternative but we must be aware that there are uncorroborated studies 

which raise questions regarding their safety.  
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