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Spotlight on: Sugar Substitutes/Artificial Sweeteners 

Written by Julie Cottrell, MS, RD, LD 

 
 
Sugar substitutes (and artificial sweeteners) have become an accepted part of 

our society. They are so commonly used, either as an optional addition to foods 

(add a packet or squirt to your coffee or other beverage), or already 

incorporated into foods and beverages during manufacturing (yogurt, sodas, processed foods, chewing 

gum), that we may not even question their use. And if you are on a lower-carb meal plan, you are 

almost expected to use them, partly because of their accessibility. Products containing them are 

readily available on grocery store shelves. And recipes for all of your favorite goodies can be found by 

doing a simple google search. It seems that all you need to do is 

stock your pantry with a few of your favorites, and you are 

ready to sweeten just about anything you like!  

 

But WAIT!!! 

 

Shouldn’t we ask a few questions of these “seemingly harmless substances” before adding them to our 

beverages, or using them in small (or large) quantities to prepare baked goods or other treats? Are 

they really that safe? Are some better than others? And if they are considered to be “safe”, is there a 

threshold for how much we should be using? Let’s make a list of our most pressing questions, and then 

consult some of our favorite nutrition gurus and other sources to see what we can learn. This way we 

can make a more informed decision about how to potentially include them in our diets. 

 

Top questions/concerns about sugar substitutes: 

1. Which sugar substitutes are considered safest to use? 

2. Are some more “keto friendly” than others? 

3. Do they cause insulin to be released? 

4. Will using them “break the fast”? 

5. Could they increase our appetite for food and/or sweets? 

6. Might they harm our gut bacteria? 

7. Do they help with weight loss, or could they actually hinder it? 

8. Are there any potential health benefits from any of them? 

 

 

These are all valid questions, and ones we will explore in this spotlight segment!! 

 

Let’s begin by naming some popular sugar substitutes so we know which products we are talking 

about. This Sugar-and-Sweetener Guide is an excellent comprehensive resource, and is helpful for 

learning more about each sugar substitute. For the ones listed below, a hyperlink to this guide has been 

included, to take you straight to information about that particular one. The guide provides many other 

useful tools as well, including an extensive glycemic index ranking for sugars and sugar substitutes. 

There are also videos, safety data and other useful facts about each one. Have fun using these links to 

explore and learn! 
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Click on the links in blue to learn more about each one: 

 

Sugar Substitute  Source  Brand Names  Other 

Sucralose 
Artificial/synthetic sweetener: a 

modified form of sugar 

(sucrose) 

Splenda  Yellow packet 

Aspartame 
Artificial/synthetic sweetener: 

made from phenylalanine + 

aspartic acid + methanol 

NutraSweet  

Equal 

Blue packet 

Saccharin  
Artificial/synthetic sweetener: 

oxidized o-toluene sulfonamide 

or phthalic anhydride 

Sweet ‘n Low  Pink packet 

Acesulfame K 
Artificial/synthetic sweetener: 

Acetoacetic acid + potassium 

Sunett 

Sweet One 

Often combined with 

other sweeteners 

Stevia 
M ade from leaves of the plant 

species Stevia rebaudiana native 

to South America 

Stevia in the Raw 

Pyure 

Truvia 

Green packet; sold in 

many forms (liquid, 

powder, granulated) 

Monk Fruit 
Made from a gourd that is 

native to China 

Lakanto (erythritol + 

monk fruit extract) 

Often combined with 

other sweeteners 

Erythritol 
Sugar alcohol made from corn 

products (potentially GMO corn) 

Swerve 

Pyure (stevia +erythritol) 

Often combined with 

other sweeteners 

Xylitol 
Sugar alcohol made from corn 

husk or bark from a birch tree 

Polysweet 

Xylosweet 

Common ingredient in 

chewing gum 

 

 

Now let’s take a look at some selected YouTube videos, as well as other sources, to 

gain some additional insights about artificial sweeteners. Click on the links in blue 

and explore the topics that are of interest to you. You may also scroll to the end of 

this document to see the summarized consensus and other tips for including these 

in your plan. Hopefully, these links and tips will provide answers to many of the 

pressing questions listed above. 

 

“How Artificial Sweeteners Affect Your Health” by ABC Science 

Here is an interesting YouTube documentary (17 minutes), which sets a more skeptical tone for all 

artificial sweeteners. It’s not meant to scare you, but rather to give you pause - to consider that there 

are potential hazards that we simply cannot overlook. This includes the fact that some artificial 

sweeteners may contribute to insulin resistance, and may even promote weight gain, possibly due to 

increased gut absorption of sugar (from other foods eaten). Each artificial sweetener 

works differently, so it’s not a blanket statement to say that all are “bad” or that 

they can all cause these harmful effects. In fact, there are also desirable effects of 

some (like stevia) that we will consider later in this spotlight segment. However, 

watching this may give you a reason to tone down your use of all sugar substitutes, to 

better assess their role in your weight management struggles.  
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“Are monkfruit, stevia and erythritol bad for you?” by Matthew Weiner, MD 

This 6-minute video by Dr. Weiner, a bariatric surgeon, attempts to address the question “Do monk 

fruit, stevia and erythritol count as artificial sweeteners?” This question points to the larger debate of 

whether a synthetic sweetener is better or worse than one whose origin is from a food that occurs in 

nature. He points out that “natural” sweetener doesn’t really mean anything. When you consider the 

amount of processing involved for ALL artificial sweeteners (including stevia), to 

arrive at the final product, the term “natural” no longer applies. And once it’s in a 

concentrated liquid or powdered form, it is more likely to be consumed in massive, 

bulk quantities, totally unlike the original forms found in nature. He also discusses the 

confusing message we send our bodies when we consume “non-nutritive” sweeteners 

- the body detects a sweet taste, but there is no nutrition coming in with it. This is a 

mixed message to the body, that can be harmful. This doesn’t necessarily mean you 

can’t use them at all. Just keep in mind that MODERATION is the goal. Don’t use 

excessive amounts just because you think it is somehow “natural”. Because it isn’t.  

 

“The Trouble with Stevia” by Dr. Eric Berg 

Dr. Berg warns us that “keto friendly” does not necessarily equal “healthy”. In this short YouTube 

presentation (2:36), Dr. Berg names some of the additional ingredients that are included in various 

forms of stevia, and explains why they could be harmful. We must specifically 

watch out for bulking agents like maltodextrin, dextrin, and dextrose since 

these have a high glycemic index and can raise insulin and blood sugar. Also be 

wary of inulin due to potential gas and bloating. “Pyure Stevia” (liquid or 

powder) is the best stevia product named; it is a combination of monk fruit and 

stevia but doesn’t contain anything else that could raise blood sugar. Check out 

his list in the video to see that it's a better option than “Stevia in the Raw”, 

“Sweetleaf” or “Better Stevia”. 

 

“A Primal Primer: Stevia” by Mark Sisson 

Mark has historically been a “primal” eating advocate, although he has more recently moved into the 

keto and carnivore space. Mark’s commentary here is specifically about the sugar substitute stevia, 

and whether it is safe to use. Many positive benefits of stevia are named, including its function as an 

“insulin-sensitizer”. In this respect, consuming foods that contain stevia may result in improved blood 

sugar control versus a similar food that does not include stevia. It may also help with blood pressure 

and cholesterol management. Mark sums it up by saying, “We can think about stevia as a Primal sugar 

alternative with some potentially therapeutic effects.” 

 

“Healthy Rebellion Radio” Q & A with Robb Wolf 

Robb is an evolutionary biologist, and has historically been a promoter of a paleo dietary approach, but 

has more recently embraced a keto and carnivore approach. In this excerpt from a Q&A on his radio 

show broadcast, Robb provides an answer to the question: “Do you see any dangers in consuming pure 

Stevia powder or liquid other than the obvious danger of it potentially making you crave more sweeter 

foods?” He responds that stevia does cause a small release of insulin, but this also results in blood 

sugar lowering, which can be a positive thing. Robb feels that the biggest problem with stevia is that it 

can make mediocre-tasting food taste fabulous, which may result in much greater quantities being 

consumed. It’s the “hyper-palatability” factor that is concerning. This is discussed as the final 

question, so if you scroll to the end you will find it. 
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“What is Stevia good for?” by Dr. Mercola 

Dr. Mercola is a leader in the alternative medicine field, and has articles on every imaginable health 

topic available on his website. In this article, Dr. Mercola begins by stating the dangers of sugar and 

most sugar substitutes in terms of our health. This is followed by a chart comparing stevia to a variety 

of sugar substitutes or natural sweeteners. There is also a table listing the potential health benefits of 

stevia. The discussion is absolutely favorable for stevia throughout, almost encouraging its use, all 

except for the word of caution at the end, saying it may “reduce insulin sensitivity”. This is in contrast 

to others, who state the opposite effect of stevia. Dr. Mercola may have been thinking of sugar 

substitutes besides stevia, since these others can cause insulin resistance. As stated above, stevia 

seems to act more as an “insulin-sensitizer”, which is beneficial. 

 

“Using Monk Fruit, Stevia, Erythritol and Xylitol” by Dr. Eric Berg 

In this 3-minute YouTube video, Dr. Berg discusses the GI (glycemic index) of each of 

these four sugar substitutes, and how they might affect blood sugar and insulin. He 

reminds us that erythritol is made from corn, so be sure to get the non-GMO version. 

We are also warned about the potential GI side effects of xylitol (gas, bloating) if used 

in excess. He feels that chewing gum with xylitol is ok, as long as there is no 

aspartame.  

 

“What is Acesulfame Potassium and is it Safe?” by Jillian Levy for Dr. Josh Axe 

Pros and cons of acesulfame potassium are discussed. Pros include the fact that it’s calorie-free and 

keto-friendly; it withstands heat and can be used in baking; and is often used in combination with 

other sweeteners for an improved flavor profile. Cons include the potential to interfere with glucose 

metabolism; disrupt the gut bacterial biome; and cause cravings for more sweets. Toward the end of 

the article, the potential benefits of stevia, monk fruit, erythritol and xylitol are highlighted.  

 

“What is Xylitol? Potential Benefits vs. Side Effects” by Jillian Levy for Dr. Josh Axe 

This is an excellent description of what xylitol is and the foods you may find it in, including chewing 

gum. There is a discussion of its potential use to prevent cavities, although this research is 

inconclusive. It’s based on the fact that bacteria in the saliva cannot metabolize xylitol. Side effects of 

xylitol (gas and bloating) are also discussed. There is also a nice discussion of stevia and erythritol in 

comparison to xylitol. Downsides to xylitol include the potential to increase blood sugar as well as 

induce weight gain, particularly if used in larger amounts.  

 

“Will this break my fast?” Dr Eric Berg 

In this 20-minute segment, Dr. Berg begins by discussing the main reasons for fasting: autophagy, 

ketosis, decreased insulin, and weight loss. After laying this foundation, and clarifying ways that you 

can be “in ketosis” without it meaning that you are actually burning your own body fat (consuming 

excessive amounts of MCT oil or butter, for example), Dr. Berg provides an extensive chart of various 

food substances for which he compares their effect on insulin, ketones and body weight. Through this 

discussion, he states whether each item “breaks the fast”, in his opinion. Sugar alcohols, aspartame, 

gum, etc. are included in this excellent discussion.  

 

Healthy Half Hour Podcast, episode 53: “All About Sugars and Artificial Sweeteners” 

This is an easy-to-listen to conversation between Karen and Richard, which reiterates much of what 

has been discussed above. A whole food approach is promoted while the negative effects of many 

sweeteners on gut health and weight management are highlighted. Included is a discussion about how 
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our bodies “get confused” when we consume calorie-free items that taste sweet, and how this affects 

not only the taste receptors in our mouth, but also sweet receptors in our guts. They don’t favor using 

any artificial sweeteners, including stevia. Their advice is to “train yourself off of sugar if you can” by 

using a whole food approach and steering away from sweet tastes. This is good advice and is an 

excellent way to end this discussion! 

 

Let’s wrap things up with a list of the pros and cons of sugar substitutes, followed by 

a summary of ways to practically use this information.  

 

 

Pros: Ways Sugar Substitutes May Be Helpful 

❏ Helps limit total calories for weight management 

❏ Helps limit sugar and carbohydrate intake for improved blood sugar management 

❏ Provides an alternate way to enjoy sweet flavors 

❏ In contrast to sugar, many sugar substitutes do not promote tooth decay 

 

Cons: Ways Sugar Substitutes May Be Harmful 

❏ Insulin MAY be released in response to consuming some of them 

❏ May increase appetite for all foods and/or for sweets 

❏ May affect gut bacteria in a negative way (alterations in diversity of the microbiota, allowing 

certain populations to thrive) 

❏ May increase the permeability of the gut wall, allowing unwanted substances to pass into the 

bloodstream 

❏ May increase absorption of other dietary sugars and carbs when sugar substitutes are also 

included in the diet; this could cause weight gain as additional calories are absorbed 

❏ May decrease immunity, particularly by affecting the microbiota population 

 

 

Summary and Tips: 

 

Addiction to sweets 

Sugar is a highly addictive substance, possibly even more addictive than heroin. Artificial sweeteners 

are an attempt to continue with this addiction, using substance(s) that we believe are less harmful. But 

are they? And what are we doing by continuing this obsession with sugar and sweet things rather than 

working to distance ourselves from it? Perhaps THIS is the thing we all need to be doing - training 

ourselves off this dependency for sweet flavors. That way, if we DO have something sweet, perhaps it 

would be a real treat, like on a birthday or other memorable occasion. 

 

A highly processed food item 

In nature, sugar comes from sugar cane or beets, and must be processed out of these items to be used 

in the form and quantities in which we consume it. The same goes for sugar substitutes. Whether they 

are chemically-derived or processed from a plant or other “naturally growing” item, the form in which 

we consume them (liquid or powder) is highly concentrated and not “natural” in any way. Keep this in 

mind as we attempt to follow a more “whole foods” diet, minimizing intake of processed food items. 
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“Can” doesn’t equal “should” 

As we steer away from real sugar and carbs on 

plans like “keto”, we may choose to include 

various sugar substitutes because they fit the 

guidelines of “low carb”. However, that does not 

mean that they are “healthy”. And in fact, they 

may actually cause harm as they alter gut 

bacteria, induce sweet cravings, alter our 

response to sugar, or induce insulin resistance. 

Just because we CAN use them, doesn’t 

necessarily mean that we SHOULD. 

 

Purity of the product matters 

Even if a particular sugar substitute does not 

cause any known problems - or may even 

promote our health in certain ways - we must 

be careful to select the purest version of that 

product, since harmful substances may also be 

included during manufacturing. Dextrose or 

maltodextrin may be added to an otherwise 

“healthy” sugar substitute, resulting in a 

product that may actually cause a rise in blood 

glucose and insulin. So we MUST read labels to 

be sure these “extras” aren’t part of the deal 

(see INGREDIENTS list @ right: Dextrose, Stevia 

Leaf Extract).  

 

Using it changes us 

We must also recognize that our use of sugar 

substitutes, which are often hundreds of times 

sweeter than sugar, can alter our taste buds, causing us to crave sweets and require increasingly 

sweeter tastes in order to experience the same level of satisfaction. It’s easy for this effect to happen 

as we make “look alike” cakes, muffins, pies and other treats, substituting our favorite sweetener for 

actual sugar. In these instances, we are using sugar substitutes in significant quantities, and we should 

not be surprised if the effect on blood sugar or insulin levels is greater than expected. If we see that we 

are struggling with weight loss while attempting to include items like these in our plan, these types of 

foods should be the first to go. It would be far better to just enjoy an apple or some berries (whole 

foods!) to satisfy a sweet craving, than to consume great quantities of these processed treats. 

 

Fast without it 

When we choose to fast - either intermittently (12 hours overnight, or by not snacking in between 

meals) or attempt an extended fast (24 hours or more) - it should be part of a larger plan to purify our 

bodies, and to release ourselves from the need for crutches in various forms. Trying to use sugar 

substitutes while fasting sends a confusing message to our body. A sweet flavor is detected, but no 

sugar is coming in. Should the body release insulin or not? Who knows? Common sense tells us that a 

fast should instead be a “reset” of sorts, an attempt to return our bodies to baseline. Sugar substitutes 

should not be included during this time.  
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Best options 

Current research suggests that stevia, monk fruit, erythritol and xylitol are the best options, if you 

wish to use a sugar substitute. These all have little to no impact on blood sugar and insulin, and xylitol 

is the only one of the four that contains calories. Use in the least quantity possible in case these do 

have undiscovered/unfavorable effects on gut bacteria, cravings, glucose metabolism or weight gain. A 

packet or squirt in your beverage, or using a little in a favorite treat, or to sweeten a protein shake or 

other item is not a problem. If you enjoy consuming some foods where stevia or one of these preferred 

substitutes has already been added (Zevia soda, for example), you may continue to do so, as long as 

you don’t experience any side effects. But using them to make every sweet concoction you can find a 

recipe for on the internet is probably not the best plan. 

 

Less processed foods, more whole foods 

Read labels!! Look at the list of ingredients. Avoid maltodextrin and other contaminants that will raise 

blood sugar. Look for these “bad players” on the sugar substitutes themselves and on the labels for 

other food items that contain them. If you steer away from processed foods, this will be less of a 

hassle. Whole foods do not contain any of these harmful ingredients. 

 

Question, experiment, evaluate 

Side effects of using some of these sugar substitutes are real. Migraines, joint aches, depression, 

anxiety, weight gain, bloating, gastrointestinal issues, and other symptoms are experienced by many. 

Watch out for negative side effects. Investigate whether the sugar substitute you are using could be 

the source. Try one to two weeks without that particular substitute, then add it back and note any side 

effects. Walking around with brain fog, headaches, gas and bloating should not be considered 

“normal”. Instead, LISTEN TO YOUR BODY. Experiment to see if any of these cause you adverse effects. 

And if they do, learn to live without them!  

 

A new mindset 

Is it possible to train yourself off your constant craving for sweets? You will 

never know until you try! How about changing your mindset from one that 

accepts that you “love sugar” and “need sweet things in your life” to one that 

says “sugar is a highly addictive substance and I would like to train myself off 

this constant craving for sweets”? Try living without them for a day, a week, a 

month. As you train yourself away from them, you may find that you don’t 

really need them most of the time. What a relief that might be!  

 

Note: There are strategies for doing this successfully, one of which is a “carnivore” type 

of plan. This type of plan doesn’t have to be something you do for a lifetime, but could be 

used strategically, in an effort to rid yourself of sugar cravings.  

 

 

 

 

“The three most harmful addictions are heroin, carbohydrates, and a monthly salary.” 

― Nassim Nicholas Taleb 

 

“I seek constantly to improve my manners and graces, for they are the sugar to which all are attracted.” 

― Og Mandino 
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