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Weight Control

and Low/no Calorie Sweeteners

Weight control can be either losing weight to improve health, maintaining weight loss, or simply
not putting on extra kilos. All of these situations require management of calorie intake and
expenditure as part of a healthy diet and an active lifestyle.

In the current global challenge to lower high rates of obesity and
diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as Type 2
Diabetes, public health authorities worldwide advise reducing both
calorie and free sugars intake. The World Health Organization
(WHO) recommends that free sugars contribute no more than
5-10% of total calorie intake."

Free sugars are those added to food by cooks, manufacturers or
at the table, plus those naturally present in honey, syrups and fruit
juices.

Low/no calorie sweeteners can be a significant
aid to weight control by helping reduce intake of
excess sugars while lowering the calorie content
of food and drink that contain them.

The effectiveness of sweetener use is confirmed in both short-

and longer-term randomised controlled trials (RCTs - studies
providing the highest quality evaluations of cause and effect) that
demonstrate using low/no calorie sweeteners in place of sugars
results in total calorie reduction and, in turn, weight loss over time.?

More effective weight loss

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses (a synthesis of all available
evidence alongside a statistical analysis that combines the results
of multiple studies) of RCTs highlight that replacing sugars with
low/no calorie sweeteners results in average weight loss of
1-2kg®®

Additionally, long-term RCTs show that using low/no calorie
sweeteners in sugar-reduced diets assists in sustaining weight
loss over time by improving diet satisfaction and compliance to
ahealthy eating plan.”'°This is key because keeping the weight
off inthe long term is one of the hardest challenges in weight
management.

Mixed epidemiological evidence and opposing
recommendations

Despite consistent trial evidence showing that low/no calorie
sweeteners can support weight control, recommendations about
their use vary. Much of this disagreement comes down to how
different types of evidence from RCTs or epidemiological research
(observational population studies monitoring what people eat and
how it links to health over time) is weighted.!



The WHO advises against using low/no calorie sweeteners for weight
control, basing its guidance on low-quality epidemiological evidence.*?
However, several respected health and nutrition bodies take a different view.
Organisations such as the UK Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition
(SACN),*® the European Association for the Study of Diabetes, ™ the American
Diabetes Association,’ the British Dietetic Association, British Nutrition
Foundation (BNF), and Diabetes UK agree that low/no calorie sweeteners
can play a useful role in weight control and diabetes management strategies,
particularly when they replace sugar as part of an overall healthy diet.

Notably, the WHO recommendation is a conditional (or weak) one, because it
relies on low-quality evidence from observational studies, whereas its strong
recommendation to reduce sugar intake is backed by robust scientific data.** A
key limitation of observational studies is the risk of “reverse causation”: people
who live with overweight or obesity turn to low/no calorie sweeteners as part
of efforts to manage their weight rather than sweeteners being the cause of
their overweight. In fact, trying to lose or maintain weight is one of the main
reasons for using low/no calorie sweeteners.

To address the issue of reverse causation and clarify the mixed results from
observational studies, an umbrella review compared findings from studies
with different methodologies.* The review found a clear split: simple (“naive”)
analyses of population studies often linked sweetener use with higher risks of
obesity and chronic disease. In contrast, more rigorous, bias-adjusted analyses
that accounted for the substitution of sugars with low/no calorie sweeteners,
showed the opposite. When sweeteners are used to replace sugar and reduce
overall calories, they are linked to lower body weight, reduced risk of obesity
and related chronic diseases. Importantly, these findings align with the higher
certainty evidence from RCTs.

At a time when strategies are needed to
combat the global challenge of obesity
and its related health problems, the use
of low/no calorie sweeteners can make a
significant contribution in combination

with physical activity and healthy diet.

All studies are not the same: Why
RCTs are the best study design for
evaluating cause and effect

Arandomised control trial (RCT) is a type of
study design in which participants are randomly
assigned to one of two or more groups. The
experimental group receives the intervention
e.g. the low/no calorie sweetened food or drink,
while the control group receives comparison
condition, for example the standard sugar-
containing food or drink, or water, or a placebo
(dummy treatment).

Participants are then followed over time to
investigate what effect the intervention had on
a specific outcome of interest such as changes in
body weight or blood glucose levels.

Because randomisation helps to minimise bias
and control for confounding factors, RCTs are
considered the most appropriate study design
for determining whether a true cause-and-
effect relationship exists, and they are often
referred to as the “gold-standard” in clinical
research. In contrast, observational studies
canidentify associations but cannot reliably
establish causality.*

References:

1. World Health Organization (WHO). Guideline: Sugars intake for adults and children. Geneva: 10. Pang MD, Kjalbaek L, Bastings JJAJ, et al. Effect of sweeteners and sweetness enhancers

2.

3.

World Health Organization; 2015. https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241549028
Bellisle F. Low- or No-Energy Sweeteners and Body Weight Management: Dissecting a “Minor”
Effect. Obes Rev. 2025;26(9):13937.

Wen J,Wu Q, Li S, Liu Y, Wen D. Effects of Non-Nutritive Sweeteners on Weight Loss and
Maintenance, Metabolic Improvement, and Appetite Regulation in Weight Management
Programs: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of Randomized Controlled Trials. Nutr Rev.
2026;84(2):318-332.

Ayoub-Charette S, Kavanagh M, Khan T, Sievenpiper J. Reconciling conflicting evidence on low-
and no-calorie sweeteners and cardiometabolic outcomes: an umbrella review using naive and
bias-adjusted methods. Appl Physiol Nutr Metab. 2025;50:1-26.

Rios-Leyvraz M, Montez J. Health effects of the use of non-sugar sweeteners: a systematic
review and meta-analysis. World Health Organization (WHQO) 2022.
https://appswho.int/iris/handle/10665/353064 License: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO

McGlynn ND, Khan TA, Wang L, et al. Association of Low- and No-Calorie Sweetened
Beverages as a Replacement for Sugar-Sweetened Beverages With Body Weight and
Cardiometabolic Risk: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. JAMA Netw Open.
2022;5(3):e222092.

Rogers PJ, Appleton KM. The effects of low-calorie sweeteners on energy intake and body
weight: a systematic review and meta-analyses of sustained intervention studies. Int J Obes
(Lond). 2021;45(3):464-478.

Laviada-Molina H, Molina-Segui F, Pérez-Gaxiola G, et al. Effects of nonnutritive sweeteners on
body weight and BMI in diverse clinical contexts: Systematic review and meta-analysis. Obes
Rev. 2020;21(7):e13020.

Harrold JA, Hill S, Radu C, et al. Non-nutritive sweetened beverages versus water after a
52-week weight management programme: a randomised controlled trial. Int J Obes (Lond).
2024;48(1):83-93.

11

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

on weight management and gut microbiota composition in individuals with overweight or
obesity: the SWEET study. Nat Metab. 2025;7(10):2083-2098.

Khan TA, Lee JJ, Ayoub-Charette S, et al. WHO guideline on the use of non-sugar sweeteners:
aneed for reconsideration. Eur J Clin Nutr. 2023;77(11):1009-1013.

WHO (World Health Organization) (2023) Use of non-sugar sweeteners: WHO guideline.
World Health Organization. Geneva.
https://www.who.int/publications-detail-redirect/9789240073616.

SACN (Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition) (2025). SACN Statement on the WHO
guideline on non-sugar sweeteners. Published 2 April 2025. Available from:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacn-statement-on-the-who-guideline-on-
non-sugar-sweeteners/sacn-statement-on-the-who-guideline-on-non-sugar-sweeteners-
summary

Diabetes and Nutrition Study Group (DNSG) of the European Association for the Study of
Diabetes (EASD). Evidence-based European recommendations for the dietary management
of diabetes. Diabetologia. 2023;66(6):965-985.

American Diabetes Association Professional Practice Committee for Diabetes™. 5. Facilitating
Positive Health Behaviors and Well-being to Improve Health Outcomes: Standards of Care in
Diabetes-2026. Diabetes Care. 2026;49(Supplement_1):589-S131.

British Dietetic Association (BDA); British Nutrition Foundation (BNF); Diabetes UK. Joint
position statement on the use of low or no calorie sweeteners (LNCS). October 2025.
https://www.bda.uk.com/resource-report/joint-position-statement-on-the-use-of-low-or-no-
calorie-sweeteners-Incs.html

© ISA, February 2026



