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Non-nutritive sweeteners (NNS), also known as low energy sweeteners (LES), are sugar substitutes that are 
either low in calorie or have no calories. The reason for this is because their intensity of sweetness is greater 
than regular sugar. This means a lot less of it is needed to get that same sweet taste. NNS can be artificially 
made which is the case for aspartame and sucralose. They can also be naturally made such as with stevia, which 
comes from a plant. No matter the source, there are good and bad aspects to all NNS. 

The Good: 
 

Now let’s start with the good. NNS can be good for weight loss because it is low in calorie. NNS can also be good 
for diabetics because they won’t affect blood sugar. On their website diabetes.org, the American Diabetes 
Association explains that choosing NNS will not raise blood sugar because they “do not have any grams of 
carbohydrate” and therefore can actually help to “assist with moderating carbohydrate intake”. On top of that, 
there is no real evidence showing that NNS—consumed in reasonable amounts! —cause disease. As the website 
for the National Cancer Institute (cancer.gov) puts it, studies done on artificial sweeteners “have not provided 
clear evidence of an association with cancer in humans”. Even the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics explains in 
their 2012 position paper that “consumers can safely enjoy a range of nutritive and nonnutritive sweeteners” as 
long as combined with an eating plan that follows “federal nutrition recommendations”. It seems to be the 
general understanding that NNS are safe as long as they are consumed in safe amounts and combined with a 
healthy diet. But before we go swapping out our sugars, let’s take a look at the bad.  

 
 

The Bad: 
 
The proper way to use NNS is to simply consume it at the times you would normally be having regular sugar. 
However, because NNS have essentially no calories, many people feel they can consume as much as they want. 
This may lead to cravings of more sweets and potential weight gain. Eventually, your taste buds may start to 
require more sweet for the same satisfaction. One more thing to keep in mind is that most of these sweeteners 
have not been around long enough to test the long-term effects. There may be much we don’t yet know when it 
comes to their risks. Another problem is that food labels can be tricky. Even if there are NNS added, products are 
allowed to say things like “sugar free” or “diet”. These labels are common on sodas and sweet desserts like 
cakes, cookies, and ice cream. Be wary because the only way you will know if there is artificial sweetener is if 
you read the ingredient list.  
 
 



 
 

The Ugly (Truth):  
 

Even though we may not want to admit it, we all know there is no magic substitute for sugar. Nothing out there 
will allow us to consume as much sweetness as we want with absolutely no consequences. There can be a time 
and place for artificial sweeteners, but as the saying goes, ‘Everything in Moderation,’ is usually a safer bet. 
Instead of piling on NNS, try enjoying the 
sweetness found in fruits and other natural sweet foods like sweet potato, carrots, or milk. Sticking to natural 
foods can help us retrain our taste buds to have lower thresholds for sugar. Before you know it, your sugar 
cravings will begin to fade! 

  


