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If I had to pick one food or drink[1] that was the worst for health, longevity, and maintaining a healthy
body weight, it would be sugary drinks. These include soda, energy and sports drinks, flavored milk,
lemonade, fruit drinks, tonic, flavored waters, teas and coffees flavored with sugar or syrup,
milkshakes, and frappes. The World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF), as part of their Third Expert
Report published in 2018, analyzed all of the evidence on what causes weight gain and obesity. Only
one item for adults[2] was so clear it reached their highest level of grading, what they call “convincing
evidence” — consuming sugar sweetened drinks.

Between 1965 and 2000 the average calories from sugary drinks quadrupled. The average size of a
soda sold in the U.S. has more than doubled from 6.5 ounces to 16.2 ounces.[3] Most Americans
now consume at least one sugary drink every day, with soda being the most common. Those who
consume sugary drinks average about 350 calories per day from them.[4] This massive consumption
of sugary drinks is due in part to the more than 1.2 billion dollars being spent every year by the
beverage industry on marketing. The marketing is often geared towards children, low-income
individuals, and people of color, which may explain why these groups consume more sugary drinks
and their associated health problems. Nearly 10% of all calories consumed by teenagers and young
adults are from sugary drinks.

Sugary drinks are worse than foods with added sugar because when calories are in liquid form and
are drank they don’t make you feel as full.[5] They bypass our defenses against consuming too

many calories. Liquids don’t have to be broken down and digested like food so many of the
hormones, such as leptin, PYY, and CCK, that are triggered during digestion to make us feel full
don’t come into play with liquid calories. Our stomachs also clear liquids much more quickly than
solid foods, so the stretch receptors in our stomach often won't be triggered with liquids. In a 2000
study, researchers had one group consume 450 calories each day from soda and another group
consume the same amount of calories per day from jelly beans. Those drinking the soda gained more
weight.[6] If you just cut out one soda per day you could lose 5 pounds in a few months without
changing anything else about your diet or activity level. And if you cut out 350 of these empty calories
per day (the amount of calories in a large drink at many fast food restaurants), you could lose 10
pounds in less than three months.

When it comes to maintaining a healthy weight and controlling blood sugar, 100% fruit juice isn’t
much better than other sugary drinks. Fruit juice is associated with increased type 2 diabetes[7] and
increased weight.[8] The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), the WCREF, the
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the American Academy of Pediatrics, and every other public health
organization | can think of recommend whole fruit over fruit juice. If you do drink juice, HHS
recommends limiting it to a small serving of 4 ounces or less.[9] Fruit juice isn't recommended at alll
for those under the age of 2 and it is especially important to not give juice to kids younger than 1.[10]



There are a lot of misunderstandings around sugary drinks. For example, 20% of parents think sports
drinks are healthy for children and more than 25% think fruit-flavored drinks are healthy.[11] About
62% of parents give soda to children.[12]

Children who consume sugary drinks have more than double the odds of being overweight than
children who do not drink sugary drinks.[13] Greater consumption of sugary drinks during childhood
or adolescence also predicts weight gain as adults.[14]

Observational studies indicate sugary drinks, as well as artificially sweetened drinks, increase overall
mortality rates, driven mostly by heart disease, in a dose-dependent fashion.[15] In other words, the
more sugary drinks you consume the higher the risk you will die during a given time period. A 2004
study found that during 8 years women who drank more than one sugary drink per day had a 83%
greater risk of developing type 2 diabetes compared to those consuming less than one sugary drink
per month.[16] Similarly, a 2016 study found that for every 7 ounces of sugary drinks consumed, the
risk of diabetes increased by 20%.[17]

Part of the problem with sugary drinks is weight gain, but independent of weight gain sugary drinks
also lead to insulin resistance, dysfunctional beta cells that make insulin, inflammation, high blood
pressure, belly fat, and high cholesterol.[18] The caramel coloring in colas may also be causing
thousands of additional deaths from cancer each year.[19] The health effects of sugary drinks are so
bad, some organizations recommend warning labels. And recent studies indicate these warnings
would work.[20]

The best advice for beverages is to try to avoid all liquid calories, and this is what health
organizations are finally telling us. HHS reminds us to “reach for water first” when we are thirsty and
the latest Canadian Dietary Guidelines tell us to “make water your drink of choice”.[21] Individuals
who drink plain water consume about 200 calories less per day than non-water drinkers.[22] Drinking
water with your meal also makes you feel fuller and eat less calories.[23]

How many calories do you think you consume a day in liquid form?
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