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The Truth About Sugar & Artificial Sweeteners 
People may tell you to watch your sugar intake or curb your sweet tooth, or may even go as far as to lament about sugar addiction. However, believe it or not, you need sugar to survive. Why? Simple and complex carbohydrates, including sugars, are the body's main source of energy. 

In fact, an average intake is about 20 teaspoons of sugar a day, either from complex carbohydrates, like pasta, bread or rice, fruits and vegetables or in its refined form, as found in cookies and candies. 

Do you know enough about sugars? Well, here's the deal -- there are two types of nutritive sugars (providing 4 calories per gram) that we eat: naturally occurring sugars in fruits and dairy products, called fructose and lactose, and refined sugars, such as molasses, honey, white, brown, or powdered sugar, corn syrup and maple syrup solids. 

However, if you want to avoid the calories and potential blood sugar spiking effects of some refined sugars, you can opt for non-nutritive sweeteners, also called artificial sweeteners or sugar substitutes. These substances do not provide calories and will not influence blood sugar levels. These include: saccharin, aspartame, cyclamate, sucralose, acesulfame potassium, and stevia. 

nutritive sugars

To begin, below is a list of different types of caloric sugars and the substances they are normally found in. 

Naturally occurring sugars
Fructose: Also known as fruit sugar, fructose occurs naturally in fruits, vegetables and honey, and high fructose corn syrup. 

Calories per teaspoon: 16 
Honey: Another naturally occurring sugar, honey is made up of glucose, fructose and water. 

Calories per teaspoon: 22 

Lactose: Also called milk sugar, lactose is a mixture of glucose and galactose, and is found in milk and milk products, like cheese and yogurt. 

Calories per teaspoon: 16 

Refined sugars
Sucrose: Once extracted from sugar cane or sugar beets, sucrose is a combination of fructose and glucose and is found in white, brown, yellow, raw, turbinado, and powdered sugar. The color of sugar depends on the quantity of molasses left in the sugar in the refinement process. 

Calories per teaspoon: 16 
Maltose & dextrose: Maltose, also called malt sugar, is a white crystalline sugar formed during the digestion or fermentation of starch, and is usually extracted from corn. It is found in some commercial cereals, baked goods, and beer. Dextrose is derived synthetically from starch and is made up of glucose combined with water. 

Calories per teaspoon:16 
Glucose: Normally found in dextrose, corn syrup, maple syrup, and glucose syrup. 

Calories per teaspoon: 16 

Sugar alcohols: There are four types of sugar alcohols: sorbitol, mannitol, xylitol, and maltitol, which are derived from fruits or produced commercially from dextrose. They are usually found in chocolate, candies, some table syrups, chewing gum, and jams. 

Calories per teaspoon: 9 to 12 (at 1.5 to 3 calories per gram)
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artificial sweeteners 

Just as there are many types of nutritive sugars, there are numerous sugar substitutes, which are all metabolized in the body in such a way as to contribute few to no calories. And, despite Internet folklore, most sugar substitutes have not been found to cause cancer. If you respect the accepted daily intakes (or ADI) set out by the FDA, and consume them only in moderation, they are healthy ways to reduce calories and add sweetness without altering blood sugar levels. 


Although non-nutritive sweeteners taste like sugar, they typically cannot be substituted directly for sugar in recipes because their chemical properties are different from sugar, and they do not affect texture or consistency in the same ways. Usually manufacturers of sweeteners provide specific recipes that work with the different chemical structure of their products. 

All of the sweeteners described below have few to no calories or are used in such small amounts that they contribute little to no caloric value to foods. It is unnecessary to give the calories per teaspoon, as most sweeteners are used in such small quantities that a teaspoon would be a very large amount. 

Saccharin

Brand names: Sweet'N Low & Hermesetas 

Three-hundred times sweeter than sucrose, saccharin was discovered in 1879, and was used during WWI and WWII, to make up for sugar shortages and rationing. The FDA proposed a ban on saccharin in April 1977, after it was linked to an increase in instances of bladder cancer. However, recent research has yet to reveal the same conclusion, and it has been re-approved and employed in dietetic food and beverage products since May of 2000. 

Aspartame

Brand names: Nutra Sweet & Equal 

One of the most widely employed FDA approved sweeteners, aspartame is found in breakfast cereals, soft drinks, desserts, candy, and in powdered format for home use. Although aspartame contributes four calories per gram, it is 200 times sweeter than sugar, therefore very little is needed to achieve sweetness. 

Aspartame is made up of two amino acids, the building blocks of protein: aspartic acid and phenylalanine. It is therefore digested and metabolized the same way as any other protein food. However, people diagnosed with phenylketonuria (PKU), a rare hereditary disease, need to limit phenylalanine intake and therefore should avoid aspartame, hence the warning on the label: Contains Phenylalanine . Also, despite the hype generated by a 1996 study, there has been no statistically significant association between the use of aspartame and an increased incidence of brain tumors. 

Find out if stevia and sucralose are safe
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Cyclamate

Brand names: Sugar Twin & Weight Watchers (marketed as Sucaryl)

Cyclamate is 30 times sweeter than table sugar and has no aftertaste. It is heat stable, so it can be used in hot and cold foods. Also, it can be used as a tabletop sweetener in coffee or tea, or as a sweetening additive in medication. Cyclamate is another sweetener whose use has been linked to an increase in bladder cancer. Therefore, the FDA banned the use of cyclamate in 1969. However, results of animal studies conducted in more recent years have failed to demonstrate that cyclamate is a carcinogen, and it continues to be available in certain products. 

Sucralose

Brand name: Splenda 

Sucralose, approved by the FDA in 1998, is a white crystalline powder 400 to 800 times sweeter than sugar, but is made from sugar itself. Sucralose remains stable in hot or cold foods and can be used in a variety of products, from canned goods to baked items. Although its chemical structure is very close to that of sucrose or table sugar, sucralose is not recognized by the body as a carbohydrate and has no effect on insulin secretion or overall carbohydrate metabolism. 

Acesulfame potassium

Brand names: Sunett & Sweet One 

One of the most recent additions to FDA approved artificial sweeteners is Acesulfame potassium (Ace-K). It is found in beverages, fruit spreads, baked goods, dessert bases, tabletop sweeteners, hard candies, chewing gum, and breath fresheners. It is 200 times sweeter than table sugar. People who are on a potassium-restricted diet or have sulfa-antibiotic based allergies should check with their doctors before consuming Ace-K. 

Stevia

No Brand Name -- Unregulated Herbal Product 

Stevia, is an herbal sweetening ingredient made from a South American shrub whose leaves produce the substance stevioside, that is hundreds of times sweeter than sugar. It has been used in food and beverages by South American natives for many centuries and in Japan since the mid-1970s. Because Stevia is not FDA-approved, it cannot be sold as an artificial sweetener; however, it is sold as a dietary supplement and is found in some teas. Because these supplements are not regulated as well as those that have received FDA approval, it is wise to exercise caution when using Stevia products, as Stevia has been shown to pose potential cancer and reproductive-health problems in laboratory animals. 

sweet nothings

Fear not, neither sugar, nor artificial sweeteners are your enemies. Now that you know more about sweeteners, you can decide for yourself whether or not you want to go the naturally sweet or calorie-free route.

Reducing calories by cutting carbohydrates or opting for artificial sweeteners will likely lead to weight loss, but sometimes a person wants to know that the sugar in his or her Snickers is still okay too. It’s all about getting healthy --- isn’t it?
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