The right one baby- just for the taste of it:
Diet soda goes under the microscope

By 1st Lt. Morgan J. O’Brien III

I love diet soda.  I love the lack of calories, the great taste, the fizzy bubbles, the sweet caffeine, the phenylketonurics….wait a second, phenylketonurics!?! 


I drink anywhere between four and six, 16-ounce bottles each day (and if the Yankees are in the playoffs, you could easily double that number).  I wouldn’t say that I’m addicted to it (yeah, denial ain’t just a river in Egypt…), but I am curious to see if this diet cola fixation is unhealthy for me.  

“Diet soda doesn’t contain any ingredients that are inherently bad for you,” said Maj. (Dr.) Christopher M. Hudson, medical director, family practice clinic, family practice physician with the 377th Medical Group.  “Though, as in all things, it should be drunk in moderation, that is, one or two 12-ounce cans a day.”



But there are no calories—one would think that it’s gotta be like drinking water?


“For diabetics or individuals on calorie-restricted diets, diet drinks are a great alternative to sugary drinks,” said Major Hudson.  “If someone who drinks three regular sodas a day switches to diet, they save 450 calories a day, which translates to 3,150 calories a week.” 
Staff Sgt. Anthony Hill, a diet therapy technician here, adds that diet soda shouldn’t replace water, “the body needs water which enables the body to absorb water soluble B and C vitamins.”
“Diet sodas contain manmade chemicals that may cause problems with diarrhea and headaches in some people,” said Sergeant Hill. (I don’t want to jinx myself, but I’m all clear on that front, phew!).

One of those ominous ingredients contained in diet soda is phenylketonurics—which sounds like something terrible.

“Phenylketonuria or PKU is an inherited disease that shows up in newborns, where an individual lacks the enzyme that converts phenylalanine in the body,” said Major Hudson.  “Those with PKU must restrict phenylalanine in their diets to prevent neurological, behavioral, and dermatological problems, and possible mental retardation.”

When babies are born in the United States, a heel stick blood test is done to test for various disorders - PKU is one of the disorders tested for. In the US, an average of 1 in 15,000 babies is born with the disorder, said Sergeant Hill.
Those with PKU shouldn’t be the only ones paying attention to the makeup of diet sodas.  In the January issue of the Journal of the American Dietetic Association, researchers reported that soft drinks have topped tea as the second leading source of caffeine for adult men and women, and are still the leading source of caffeine for children. 
Both Major Hudson and Sergeant Hill recommend keeping daily caffeine intake to about 250-300 milligrams as caffeine is a stimulant and it causes increased heart rate.  Sodas don’t typically show caffeine content on their labels, but with a little research, this number can be found online.  (According to the American Beverage Association, the beverage I enjoy contains 60 mg).
For perspective, an 8-oz. cup of brewed coffee has about 135 mg of caffeine, an 8 oz. cup of caffeinated tea has about 50 mg of caffeine, a 12-oz. glass of cola has about 34.5 mg of caffeine, and a 12-oz. diet cola has 46.5 mg of caffeine. Three diet colas coupled with two morning cups of coffee, is 409.5 mg of caffeine a day. 


According to Major Hudson, caffeine has some benefits including elevated mood and energy levels when used in moderation. “However, most Americans are dependent on caffeine to get them started in the morning, and keep them going throughout the day,” said Major Hudson. 

Unfortunately, there is a drawback to the wonders of caffeine.  Drinking just two or three cans of caffeinated soft drinks a day can produce physical dependence on caffeine, and if an individual were to stop drinking the sodas, they would experience withdrawal symptoms such as headaches, tiredness, lethargy, and irritability. 


Another consideration when drinking any caffeinated drink is that it is a diuretic.  This underscores the importance of drinking water to counterbalance any dehydrating effects brought on by drinking the diet soda.  




Running down the label ingredients such as natural flavors, citric acid, potassium benzoate, caramel color and carbonated water pose minimal to no risk said Major Hudson.  

Aspertame is surrounded by some controversy.  According to the Web site of the food and drug administration, “FDA has continued to review complaints alleging adverse reactions to products containing aspartame. To date, FDA has not determined any consistent pattern of symptoms that can be attributed to the use of aspartame, nor is the agency aware of any recent studies that clearly show safety problems.”  Doesn’t sound like a ringing endorsement, but doesn’t sound like condemnation either—you decide.

As for phosphoric acid, a recent study showed a link between daily soft drink consumption and low bone density—particularly in women.  Problems showed up in women who regularly drank soft drinks with high levels of phosphoric acid, which can interfere with calcium absorption. A typical can of cola contains 44 to 62 mg of phosphoric acid. Thankfully for me (but not my wife), the study showed low bone density in women, but it did not show it for men.
As for the sodium, levels found in diet sodas are minimal.  According to Sergeant Hill, “Americans should keep sodium intake under 2000 mg a day.”  If you are watching sodium intake and have hypertension, make sure you consult your healthcare provider for further guidance




My parents always told me, “If you’re afraid of the answer, don’t ask the question.”  Unfortunately, I didn’t heed their advice.  




While you’ll have to pry the bottle of diet soda from my cold, dead hands, I think I need to cut back.  Armed with the information above, I recognize that it’s ok to reach for water—even if I’m engrossed in an October classic between Randy Johnson and “Red Light” Curt Schilling. 
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INFO BOX

 According to Major Hudson, recommends trying these strategies to boost your energy instead of drinking too much caffeine each day, and not providing your body with any nutrients:

· Take a 10 or 15-minute walk 

· Eat regular, healthy meals that provide a balance of carbohydrates, protein, fruits and vegetables 

· Try not to skip meals
· Avoid eating very large meals – just like at Thanksgiving, a big meal can make you drowsy 

· Eat your breakfast and make it a healthy one. A blend of whole grains and protein can give you enough energy to get through your morning sans caffeine

