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It's no secret that Americans have a serious collective sweet 

tooth. Between the cookies, candy, ice cream, lattes, soda, 

sports drinks, salad dressing, ketchup and an endless list of 

processed foods, the average American eats about 22 

teaspoons of added sugar every day. This can quickly add up to 

more than 70 pounds of sugar per year. 

 

Too much sugar can contribute to tooth decay, unhealthy weight 

gain, high blood pressure, diabetes and high cholesterol. And since sugar contains only empty 

calories with zero nutritional benefits, eating sugar in place of more healthful foods can make it less 

likely that you'll get all the vitamins and minerals you need in your diet. 

To avoid those health risks, we should be eating less — much less — than our current 22 daily 

teaspoons of sugar. In fact, the American Heart Association recommends the following sugar limits: 

Children, 3 to 4 teaspoons per day; adult women, 5 to 6 teaspoons per day; and adult men, 8 to 9 

teaspoons per day. 

When you consider that one can of non-diet soda has about 10 teaspoons of sugar, that daily 

recommended limit of anywhere from three to nine teaspoons won't go very far. 

"Our ancestors probably consumed 20 teaspoons of sugar per year and we now consume that much 

per day," said Dr. Sandy Seeman, a naturopathic doctor who also works at Campbell's Nutrition in 

Des Moines. "We cannot continue to consume this amount of sugar and not have it impact on our 

systems. Something has to change." 



In an attempt to cut extra sugar calories from our diets, many Americans have turned to artificial 

sweeteners like aspartame, saccharin and sucralose, which taste very similar to table sugar and are 

essentially calorie-free. Although the U.S. Food and Drug Administration has deemed artificial 

sweeteners to be safe, there has long been controversy around possible health risks of everything 

from weight gain to cancer to multiple sclerosis. 

Most recently, an Israeli study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association showed 

that artificial sweeteners may alter the composition of our gut microbiota. This interference was 

shown to induce glucose intolerance (a precursor to Type 2 diabetes) in mice, to increase body 

weight and negatively affect other health markers in human subjects. 

Seeman said she considers all artificial sweeteners to be unsafe. "Previous studies have already 

shown artificial sweeteners to increase appetite as well as worsening insulin sensitivity. A recent 

study also showed an increase in the risk of depression with artificial sweeteners in the diet." 

Ruth Litchfield, nutrition extension specialist at Iowa State University, finds the most recent study on 

artificial sweeteners to be interesting and worthy of future research, but she cautions against 

jumping to conclusions based on the limited research done thus far. 

"The FDA has a thorough process for the approval of food ingredients," Litchfield said. "The industry 

must provide sufficient evidence for the safety and efficacy of the ingredient prior to use in the 

marketplace." 

Some consumers who want to limit artificial sweeteners in their diet have turned to sugar alcohols 

like sorbitol and xylitol, which are found naturally in beets, berries and corn. Sugar alcohols aren't 

calorie-free like artificial sweeteners — they contain about 10 calories per teaspoon compared to 

about 15 for table sugar. Xylitol in particular is often used for baking. 

Sugar alcohols are generally considered safe in small doses, but they can have a laxative effect. 

Seeman recommends that those with a sensitive digestive system should avoid sugar alcohols. 

If you want to limit table sugar but don't want to use artificial sweeteners or sugar alcohols, you can 

also consider natural sugar alternatives like agave, honey and stevia. 

Agave was all the rage a couple of years ago as a healthy alternative to sugar, but some health 

experts are now comparing it to high-fructose corn syrup in its fructose concentration and impact on 

insulin sensitivity. 

If you're trying to choose a sugar substitute, Seeman recommends raw, unprocessed honey and 

stevia as your best bets. 



"Raw honey appears to have healthy properties, including antioxidant and high nutrient content," she 

said. "Of all the natural sweeteners, stevia has the best safety profile as well as having benefits for 

balancing blood sugar. Like artificial sweeteners, it is much more concentrated than traditional sugar, 

so smaller amounts are needed." 

In her own kitchen, Seeman uses only natural sweeteners — cane sugar for occasional baking, 

honey and stevia in tea and molasses and maple syrup for homemade barbecue sauce. She also 

recommends not consuming sweet foods alone, but eating them along with fiber- or protein-rich 

foods to avoid rapid sugar spikes and crashes. 

 

 

 

 


