Diet Sodas Pose
Major Health Risks

-- In the battle to lose weight, many people switch to diet sodas. But while they cut calories they
might also raise the risk of obesity, stroke, dementia or all of the above, a new study suggests.
Research shows that the synthetic chemical sweeteners can actually make you hungrier.
Just one artificially sweetened drink a day seems to increase those chances nearly threefold,
compared with drinking less than one a week, the researchers said.
Still, only a few people in the study developed dementia or had a stroke, so the absolute risk
remains small, the researchers added.

Also, "We can't establish cause and effect, but our results suggest that we look more closely at
artificially sweetened beverages to see how they are affecting our bodies and what affect they
might have on different diseases," said lead researcher Matthew Pase.
He's a senior fellow in the department of neurology at Boston University School of Medicine.
Exactly why diet drinks might be linked to these conditions isn't known, Pase added.
Some studies have shown that diet soda is associated with vascular disease, which might have
effects in the brain. Other research has found an association between artificially sweetened
drinks and weight gain, which might increase the risk for stroke and dementia, the researchers
said.
Yet another study showed that artificial sweeteners alter bacteria in the gut, which might also
have a negative effect, Pase said.
"People should be cautious about over-consuming diet drinks," he said. "Just because they say
'diet' doesn't mean they're a healthy alternative to sugary drinks."
The findings were published April 20 in the journal Stroke.
One stroke expert said the findings are far from definitive.
"I don't think we have the evidence to tell people to stop drinking artificially sweetened
beverages, but I don't think we have the evidence to tell people that switching to drinking them
will improve their brain health," said Hannah Gardener. She's an assistant scientist in the
department of neurology at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine.
Switching to sugar-sweetened drinks, however, isn't a healthy option, she said.
"The evidence is clear that sugar-sweetened beverages are unhealthy for our heart and
unhealthy for our brain," said Gardener, who cowrote an editorial that accompanied the study.

In the study, Pase and his colleagues collected data on stroke from among nearly 2,900 men and
women over age 45 who took part in the Framingham Heart Study. For the dementia part of the
study, they followed nearly 1,500 people over age 60 in the Framingham group.
Three times over seven years, the researchers reviewed what people were drinking. Participants
reported their eating and drinking habits using food frequency questionnaires.
Pase's team followed the participants for 10 years, to see who had a stroke or developed
dementia. The researchers found that 3 percent of the participants had suffered a stroke and 5
percent had developed dementia, most of which were cases of Alzheimer's disease.
The investigators adjusted their findings for risk factors such as age, sex, how much participants
ate, education, diabetes and a genetic risk for Alzheimer's disease.
Robert Rankin, president of the Calorie Control Council, which represents makers of low-calorie
foods and drinks, took issue with the findings.
"Rather than focusing on results from observational studies, which cannot establish cause and
effect, individuals should talk to their health care team to address known risks for stroke and
dementia," he said.
"Beverages are an important consideration, and diet beverages provide safe, reduced calorie
options that people can enjoy while working towards achieving their healthy lifestyle goals,"
Rankin added.
The American Beverage Association concurred.
"Low-calorie sweeteners have been proven safe by worldwide government safety authorities as
well as hundreds of scientific studies, and there is nothing in this research that counters this
well-established fact," the association said in a statement. Most of these studies are funded by
the chemical company industry and are not biased controlled.

"The FDA [U.S. Food and Drug Administration], World Health Organization, European Food Safety
Authority and others have extensively reviewed low-calorie sweeteners and have all reached the
same conclusion they are safe for consumption," the association added.
Heather Snyder, senior director of medical and scientific operations at the Alzheimer's
Association, said this study adds to a growing body of science that shows the importance of diet
for the brain.
A healthy diet is one that's good for your heart and includes a lot of fruits, vegetables and whole
grains as well as fish and poultry, but is low in salt, sugar, red meat and saturated fats. "A heart
healthy diet is also good for your brain," she said.
Snyder and Gardener both agree that to quench your thirst, the best choice is water. "The
evidence is clear that drinking water is healthy," Gardener said.

