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Are there Adverse Effects?   
In the US, all food additives must be approved by the US Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA). Testing involves determining whether a sub-
stance is toxic, causes or increases risk for cancer, and whether it would affect a 
developing fetus. After passing these tests and being approved by the FDA, why—is 
there still controversy? Questions regarding the effects of non-nutritive sweeteners have been 
posed for the past 200 years beginning with the discovery and use of the first artificial sweetener, 
saccharin. Even despite decades of scientific research demonstrating the safety of artificial sweeten-
ers, some still remained unconvinced. 

These six sweeteners—acesulfame-K, aspartame, neotame, saccharin, stevia and sucralose—have 
been approved by the FDA for use in foods and/or drinks. Although the majority of research has 
been conducted on aspartame and saccharin, studies have not documented adverse effects re-
lated to the intake of these or other non-nutritive sweeteners, even when human subjects have 
consumed relatively large amounts. The American Dietetic Association (ADA), through its Evidence 
Analysis Library, examined the research on the effects of nonnutritive sweeteners on human sub-
jects. There is strong evidence that aspartame, in particular, after testing for a wide range of possible 
effects over decades, is not associated with adverse effects in the general population. However,  
pregnant women should avoid aspartame because the fetus cannot break down the amino acid. 
Additionally, consistent with the findings of the FDA, the available research from peer-reviewed 
journals supports the safety of all these ingredients for the general adult population; however, the 
ADA suggests that continued post-market surveillance is needed; and that only limited research 
currently exists regarding possible adverse effects in children. 

The FDA states that these six sugar substitutes are safe to eat in the amounts that consumers typi-
cally consume them. The next section discusses what amount is acceptable and safe. 

Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) 
The FDA has set Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) levels for each artificial sweetener. The ADI is the 
maximum amount of a food additive that can be safely consumed on a daily basis over a person’s 
lifetime without any adverse effects and includes a 100-fold safety factor. You might think, “just look 
at the number of diet soft drinks and other “sugar free” products we devour!” However, US intake 
of sugar substitutes is well below the ADI…even for the heaviest users, namely, dieters, adults and 
children with diabetes, and women of child-bearing age. One study showed that the average daily 
aspartame intake of those described above plus pregnant women was minimal, only 5-10% of the 
ADI. In general, children and adults with diabetes are the top users of sugar substitutes and they still 
do not exceed the ADI.  

How Much Is Too Much?How Much Is Too Much?
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How much of sugar substitutes can be consumed without adverse effects? Find out below: •	
(Formula: Pounds/2.2 X ADI sweetener (mg) divided by amount sweetener (mg) in can beverage or pkg of sweetener)

Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) of Common Sugar Substitutes 
(Based on an 150 Pound Adult)

Sweetener
Number of 12 oz cans diet soda 
to reach the ADI

Number of artificial sweetener 
packets to reach the ADI 

Acesulfame-K 25.6 20.4

Aspartame 17 97.4

Saccharin 2.4 8.6

Sucralose 4.8 68.2

Stevia/Reb A Product info not available…sodas 
containing stevia are not widely 
available.
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These amounts of sweetener would need to be consumed over a person’s lifetime! The ADI also includes a 100 fold 
safety factor, which means the FDA takes the minimum amount considered to be without adverse effects and then 
takes one one-hundredth of that amount to establish the ADI.

* Average amount as Acesulfame-K is usually mixed with 90 mg aspartame

Sources: Guide to Medical Nutrition Therapy for Diabetes. American Diabetes Association. Chicago, IL; 2005. 

 Rebiana. Recommended Intakes (ADI) and Metabolism. Coca-Cola Beverage Institute for Health and Wellness.  
 Available at: www.thebeverageinstitute.org/articles/article-rebiana.htm. Accessed 29 Mar 2011.

Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) of Common Sugar Substitutes  
(Based on a 50 Pound Child)

Sweetener
Number of 12 oz cans diet soda 
to reach the ADI

Number of artificial sweetener 
packets to reach the ADI 

Acesulfame-K 8.6 6.8

Aspartame 5.6 32.4

Saccharin .8 2.8

Sucralose 1.6 22.8

Stevia/Reb A Product info not available…sodas 
containing stevia are not widely 
available.
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These amounts of sweetener would need to be consumed over a person’s lifetime! The ADI also includes a 100 fold 
safety factor, which means the FDA takes the minimum amount considered to be without adverse effects and then 
takes one one-hundredth of that amount to establish the ADI.

* Average amount as Acesulfame-K is usually mixed with 90 mg aspartame

Sources: Guide to Medical Nutrition Therapy for Diabetes. American Diabetes Association. Chicago, IL; 2005. 

 Rebiana. Recommended Intakes (ADI) and Metabolism. Coca-Cola Beverage Institute for Health and Wellness.  
 Available at: www.thebeverageinstitute.org/articles/article-rebiana.htm. Accessed 29 Mar 2011.

Interpreting these charts:  If you are a 150 pound adult, it is acceptable/safe for you to consume 97 
packets of aspartame, or 17  twelve ounce cans of diet soda containing aspartame daily.  If you are 
a 50 pound child, it is acceptable/safe for you to consume 22 packets of sucralose or 1 twelve ounce 
can of diet soda containing sucralose daily.
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