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Zero-calorie stevia and monk fruit sweeteners
are surging in popularity, but here's what you
need to know
They appear to check all the right boxes, but are they as
innocent as they seem?
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Stevia sweetens 300 times more than sugar cane, the basis for table sugar. PHOTO BY GETTY
IMAGES

“Natural” reigns when it comes to food and beverage trends, and the low- and
no-calorie sweetener category is no exception. Sales of stevia sweetener — led
by Truvia Natural Sweetener — have eclipsed sales of arti�cial sweeteners
including aspartame, sucralose and saccharin. Last August, research �rm
Nielsen reported that stevia sales had grown 11.9 percent year over year, while
arti�cial sweetener sales were down an average of 6.6 percent.
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Monk fruit is another popular non-nutritive natural sweetener. Nielsen data
from April 2018 showed that the use of monk fruit was up 20 percent in foods
such as cereal and nutrition bars and more than 150 percent in vitamins and
lactose-free milk.

It’s no wonder that natural sugar-free sweeteners are gaining favour. Americans
are the top consumers of sugar in the world, with the average person taking in
one-quarter of a cup of added sugars a day. Yet we’re well aware that
overconsumption of sugary foods and beverages is associated with obesity, Type
2 diabetes, heart disease and fatty liver disease.
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Consumers want to cut down on their sugar intake while still enjoying some
sweetness. Arti�cial sweeteners once offered a solution, but their popularity
has dwindled among concerns that they don’t help with weight management
and could even cause weight gain, metabolic syndrome and high blood pressure
with continual use.

Natural sweeteners have the health halo of being plant-based and appear to
check all the right boxes. But are they as innocent as they seem?

Truvia

What’s the difference between these sweeteners?

Stevia leaves have been used as a sweetener since the 16th century, but the
extract has only been approved for use as a food ingredient in the United States
since 2008 and in Europe since 2011. 
The full name of the stevia plant is stevia rebaudiana Bertoni. It is a shrub
native to South America that is also grown in Japan and China. The leaves are
harvested, dried and then steeped in hot water. The resulting liquid is �ltered
and puri�ed to isolate the sweet compounds called glycosides, the most
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common of which are stevioside and rebaudioside A (also known as reb A).
Then the stevia extract is dried for use as a sweetener.

Its Natural Sweetener product has zero
calories and is sugar free

Stevia is 200 to 300 times as sweet as sugar, so you only need a small amount to
sweeten foods and beverages. It’s low enough in calories that it can be called a
“zero calorie” sweetener. To give it more bulk so it can more easily be used to
replace sugar, other sweeteners, carbohydrates and �bers are typically added to
packets and bags of stevia you see in the grocery store.

One drawback is that some of the compounds in stevia, particularly steviosides,
tend to have a bitter aftertaste. This is another reason other sweeteners are
sometimes added.

Truvia is the top-selling stevia brand in the United States. Its Natural
Sweetener product has zero calories and is sugar free. It’s sweetened with reb A
and is mostly erythritol, a sugar alcohol needed to provide bulk and help it
measure like sugar. Natural �avors are also on the ingredients list.

Monk fruit, also known as lo han guo, is a small melon from China. The sweet
component, mogroside V, is extracted from the dried fruit or juice and is 150 to
250 times as sweet as sugar. Monk fruit sweetener contains 2 calories per
teaspoon, which is low enough to be labeled as “zero calorie.”

STORY CONTINUES BELOW

https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuM5jItkgy9iMsJL-GMUy0pIvGyqBpnIqtI5t-7MCtm4n5fpTVU-tsze220zWPdj7O1eiWuY52v2QPNxOXBMrH93jGCAgRrEsKQ5mo6_TwO2SYDvUzZ55e9D-iU3zEDRuhTvPS2FiUFep60eEojZNMt1vVTSEAphxbLA6reSg9LE61h2-9HPLba76R2LxmBIb6bnsBABu4FtKuM4BlwKIq6ojmfbAnGN0QuLhlldjjG92V1iGmXYcZXlBBeBR1ZT9skyD8X71EtWCYOj2yTUrpA4I1vpKsu9be9aAY6lJM79nNtcg74_DjBQuTUwtfr-y8mDe_AvF_LmVG9ktxSvs7UXf64ZKDB7VGTAJqE9klNiJxwMR3jFQiu1ddfm2aujDS9h2GmiOxWwvg4myVgE7_uLVAkDaxc6dGNiLpS3ujQGEk8psqO2R2k21Buhac4piH_wDCv9tDPNsAJQid1bxnnktsEWUXyJ1mXO4vhc-x4j7CMn3-tEELdL-fpzXxf-9WC6XCar6AwVHsxRHhitPsO1GuxK1y1sMo6EaZERoXZ8uGjKm4PvYayDJ3wfqX6BbgYqjnLAEJQTwFw6Mf_sEyjn_FZ1rE8mOpLO1iUfD2O3yg46SKFityygoaPDh5jPJWqfcoKS1VLpKbIz5OOS4Eo2J7A_63bEvRgGzW_8FdjEZ_UygxSx6VgmcPGh376i3WGLz3KF9vX5pI4LQWaLr9_ax3TqnMtjM45MLdXoJRh9WwfPXiykNF2_IIT3pM2EEOY2hcV9dvf0zQRmPAbI4CGad856M96ZYmxfWS4LQSXBgDiHupTrOfJMEHz2xoD0WyeDT_H-hSC5gFLArZEHrOaQV8fcZeiw8hzzNT3CLGyaO7NMqzE_xwALL1g4xV0ma1R013SxnKGi-S4EXR9j80Hyk6yPK750xi0T4PYj2m9bhRybIw6SPWVEIzkmFc4_U9Du7JPcn7-RfamwXMfKaFbPyyUw4jXsDQZRXcWhOMsK0er_UjeW4rPflUZP4c1Qu7raCBr1oc0Irf6onzEtc7L6-rrJWV6dvhVEl6S5Yp6sB-JU2VLGOe2Ib84AoOvWb6UIZdvio8Jwzx5RJxS_xAz3EVIoyQGJy9xEB_jUnGHMkdabKjJ5IWwNVa7ZeAl6H27Y81fQ2bHvAeTIZEeTEy5BPak8bIotb4VwUg&sai=AMfl-YQM8tVMOElA3yzx3lobmy-RSVN6C9uI4jh5ZU8sR58r1FTwCLXB4Zrg-dLw421Km5VcfGwi-2ZT1do_MCoYvwznu5n5dloo-OGL_8lqbmClRZSRQJ_OskN8TdhZHtnd1Vvs9RzMg_7IXfW1o44ccbB53lS1kNW9A4mxWGrDbDJGapvRu4jQin1uS4n5ce8kpc57db_UK76D6_BpeaGU_e-iUU4-oenfSwng&sig=Cg0ArKJSzCmKPiKW7PXt&urlfix=1&adurl=https://epolicy.sbilife.co.in/SmartPlatinaAssure/UI/PremiumCalculation.aspx%3Futm_source%3Drtb%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3DSP_OBB_CustomAffinity%26utm_term%3Dall%26utm_content%3DYears_300x250%26dclid%3D%25edclid!
https://nationalpost.com/


12/23/2020 Zero-calorie stevia and monk fruit sweeteners are surging in popularity, but here's what you need to know | National Post

https://nationalpost.com/news/world/zero-calorie-stevia-and-monk-fruit-sweeteners-are-surging-in-popularity-but-heres-what-you-need-to-know/amp 5/10

Monk fruit tastes different from sugar and can have an aftertaste. As with stevia
extracts, monk fruit is often mixed with other sweeteners, starches and �bers to
add bulk and improve the �avour.

Consumers want to cut down on their sugar intake while still enjoying some sweetness. PHOTO BY
CNW GROUP/CALORIE CONTROL COUNCIL

Which is best for your health?

A systematic review last year found that natural and arti�cial sweeteners are
often reviewed as one group instead of separate compounds, which makes it
challenging to tease out whether some are better than others.

Stevia has been determined to be safe for use by the general population,
including children. The Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) has been set at four
milligrams per kilogram of body weight. So, according to the Food and Drug
Administration, if you weigh 150 pounds, you can have up to 273 milligrams of
stevia — the equivalent of about 10 packets of stevia sweetener a day.
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Animal studies suggest stevia extracts are nontoxic. There also haven’t been
any negative reactions reported in humans to date. And a study of the effect of
stevia extracts on fecal bacteria showed the bacteria balance wasn’t
signi�cantly affected.

Research also shows stevia doesn’t raise blood sugar and doesn’t cause cavities
the way sugars do. It may also help reduce insulin levels compared to arti�cial
sweeteners: A study of 19 lean and 12 obese adults found that having stevia
before a meal signi�cantly lowered insulin levels after the meal compared with
having aspartame, a sugar-free arti�cial sweetener.

There has been some concern that low-calorie sweeteners can make people
hungrier because of anticipation of calories with sweet tastes. The
aforementioned study in lean and obese individuals observed that when
participants had stevia before a meal compared with sugar, they didn’t
compensate by eating more calories and reported no differences in hunger
levels. A study from Singapore, however, found con�icting results. Thirty
healthy men were randomized to have a beverage containing stevia, monk fruit,
aspartame or sugar. They were served lunch an hour later. The results showed
that having a sugar-free beverage, regardless of whether it was natural or
arti�cial, led to the men eating more at lunch than if they had the sugary drink.

There has been some concern that low-
calorie sweeteners can make people hungrier
because of anticipation of calories with sweet
tastes

Monk fruit sweetener contains little, if any, carbohydrates and zero sugar, so it
doesn’t raise blood sugar levels. Monk fruit is generally recognized as safe by
the FDA, but no ADI limit has been set. Overall, the research on monk fruit is
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too young to be able to say much about how it affects human health. 
For both stevia and monk fruit, the million-dollar question is: Do they help
people lose weight? So far, the evidence doesn’t support the idea that low-
calorie sweeteners boost weight loss.

What about the other ingredients?

Some of the better ingredients to look for in your sweeteners include erythritol,
inulin and cellulose. Some of the less desirable additions are dextrose,
maltodextrin and lactose.

Erythritol is a sugar alcohol that’s naturally found in grapes, mushrooms and
beer. The food additive version is made from sugar from corn or wheat starch
fermented by yeast; the compound is then separated and puri�ed. Erythritol
has 0.24 calories per gram, while sugar has four calories per gram, yet it’s 70
percent as sweet as sugar. It also helps �ght cavities.

This sugar alcohol has a minimal impact on blood sugar levels and doesn’t seem
to affect gut bacteria. Erythritol is considered to be safe based on animal
studies of toxicity, cancer risk and reproductive health.

But be warned that overdoing it on sugar alcohols can cause bloating and other
digestive issues, particularly in people with irritable bowel syndrome. Erythritol
is one of the least offensive of the sugar alcohols because, unlike most others,
it’s resistant to fermentation by the bacteria in your colon.

Other common — and positive — ingredients in stevia and monk fruit blends
include �bers such as inulin and cellulose. Inulin is mostly extracted from
chicory root. This prebiotic has many potential health bene�ts and boosts good
bacteria in the gut. It may also help control blood sugar and manage weight.

STORY CONTINUES BELOW

This advertisement has not loaded
yet, but your article continues

below.

https://nationalpost.com/


12/23/2020 Zero-calorie stevia and monk fruit sweeteners are surging in popularity, but here's what you need to know | National Post

https://nationalpost.com/news/world/zero-calorie-stevia-and-monk-fruit-sweeteners-are-surging-in-popularity-but-heres-what-you-need-to-know/amp 8/10

Cellulose is found in the plant cell walls and is the insoluble �ber that helps
promote regularity.

Stevia brands such as Stevia in the Raw and Pure Via as well as several monk
fruit sweetener companies add dextrose or maltodextrin to their blends. These
simple sugars are high on the glycemic index. The amounts are small enough
that if you’re just having a packet or two, there will be little effect on your blood
sugar. However, the amount of carbohydrates could add up if you’re using a
signi�cant amount of these sweeteners.

Some brands will use lactose as their bulking agent. Although the amounts are
small, this could be concerning for people who are lactose intolerant and
especially sensitive and/or people using sweeteners in large amounts.

MORE ON THIS TOPIC

The bottom line

Are stevia and monk fruit sweeteners better because they’re natural? The plant
and the fruit are certainly natural, but the extracts in your sweeteners have
been processed and re�ned to create something that can be added to food and
used in place of sugar.

Poor diets heavy in salt and sugar kill one in �ve people,
global study �nds
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Remember that “natural” doesn’t automatically mean “better.” For example,
whole stevia leaves and crude (less puri�ed) stevia extracts aren’t approved for
use in food because of concerns related to kidney health.

It’s also important to consider how you’re using stevia and monk fruit
sweeteners. Are you putting them in your morning coffee instead of sugar so
you can have that extra doughnut? Then you’re missing the point.

Low-calorie sweeteners should be used as a tool to help lower the added sugars
in your diet. Even then, you should try to keep your use of them within reason
to help your taste buds adapt to less sweetness over time. Another key strategy:
Choose nutritious foods such as fruit more often to get �ber and nutrients
along with natural sugars.

— Christy Brissette is a registered dietitian, nutrition writer, TV contributor and
president of 80TwentyNutrition.com

VIEW ON NATIONAL POST

https://nationalpost.com/news/world/zero-calorie-stevia-and-monk-fruit-sweeteners-are-surging-in-popularity-but-heres-what-you-need-to-know
https://nationalpost.com/


12/23/2020 Zero-calorie stevia and monk fruit sweeteners are surging in popularity, but here's what you need to know | National Post

https://nationalpost.com/news/world/zero-calorie-stevia-and-monk-fruit-sweeteners-are-surging-in-popularity-but-heres-what-you-need-to-know/amp 10/10

THIS WEEK IN FLYERS

 © 2020 National Post, a division of Postmedia Network Inc. All rights reserved. Unauthorized distribution,
transmission or republication strictly prohibited. 365 Bloor St East, Toronto, ON, M4W3L4, www.postmedia.com

Privacy | Terms | Copyright | Site Map | Contact Us | Digital Ad Registry

https://nationalpost.com/
https://www.postmedia.com/brands
https://pages.postmedia.com/privacy-statement/
https://pages.postmedia.com/termsofservice/
https://secure.canada.com/aboutus/copyright.html
https://nationalpost.com/site-map
https://nationalpost.com/contact/
https://adregistry.postmedia.com/
https://nationalpost.com/

