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be sweetl
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Beverages. They are part of every meal, 
every menu, and every culture. 
They play such an important role in breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner that they are often the first items customers order. 
Today, sweetened beverages are also getting attention from 
public health organizations and the media, as we consider  
how these popular drinks can affect human health. 

In this issue, we will review the facts about sweetened 
beverages, take a look at potential health concerns, and 
compare trends around the globe. Our goal is to help  
you anticipate your customers’ needs so you will be  
prepared to answer their questions and offer the choices  
to keep them satisfied.

What are sweetened beverages?  
The term can apply to any beverage that contains added sugar, 
naturally occurring sugars, or alternative sweeteners. 

Why focus on beverages?
According to a report from Euromonitor International, 
beverages are becoming a key traffic driver.1 The more you 
offer, the wider audience you can reach. A strong beverage 
portfolio can help you hit a wider range of price points without 
reducing your margins. It is also an effective way to boost 
between-meal traffic, as an attractive beverage menu can 
encourage customers to stop in for coffee or smoothies.

Eat, drink  
& be savvy
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Seeing the trends
Carbonates: 
•	Strong growth in emerging 
markets

•	Significant slowdown 
in global growth (sales 
predicted to drop or stay 
the same in most major 
developed markets over  
the next five years)1

Non-carbonates: 
•	Bottled water, ready-to-drink 
tea and functional drinks are 
expected to see continued 
strong growth

•	A promising profit 
opportunity for  
businesses that find the  
right product mix1
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sweet
Our preference for sweet flavors seems to be based in biology. 
 
New research shows that young children 
instinctively like sweetness because it 
pushes them toward the energy sources 
they need for their high growth rate.2 
Furthermore, drinks like milk and 100% 
fruit juice contain natural sugars and 
also provide a source of vitamins and 
minerals. 

Milk, chocolate milk, and hot chocolate
A good source of calcium and vitamin D, 
along with other vitamins and minerals.

Orange juice
Just 125ml (half cup) provides all the 
vitamin C you need in a day.

Fruit smoothie
Often made with fruits and vegetables,           
it can include a wide variety of vitamins, 
minerals and fiber.

Most people do not need to avoid 
sugar-containing beverages. We need 
to educate our customers to make 
wise beverage choices based on their 
nutritional needs and physical activity 
levels. Health care professionals and 
dietitians emphasize moderation and 
variety in beverage choices. 

It’s okay to be
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 What about chocolate milk?
	A  favorite of children (and some 

adults), this popular drink can claim 
nutritional benefits along with its 
sweet taste.

• 	All milk (including the flavored kind) 
offers valuable nutrients, which include 
calcium, potassium, phosphorous, 
protein, vitamins A, D, and B12, 
riboflavin, and niacin.3 

• 	Leading health organizations suggest 
that making nutrient-dense foods 
more palatable may improve nutrient 
intake.4

• 	Research shows that people who drink 
milk are likely to meet the dietary 
recommendations for many nutrients.5

• 	The American Heart Association 
says that adding sugars to otherwise 
nutrient-rich foods, including dairy 
products, has no adverse affects on 
people’s weights.6 

•	 Chocolate milk can help the body 
refuel, recover and rehydrate post 
exercise. The high quality protein  
helps build and repair muscle.7
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New York City recently introduced a 
ban on sweetened drinks over 16 oz., 
and the mayor of Cambridge, Mass. 
proposed a ban on all sweetened drinks 
in restaurants.

United States

Beverages provide 18 percent (385 
calories) of total calories, and regular 
soft/other drinks contribute one-third 
(134 calories) of calories.8

Mexico

Intake of high-energy 
beverages doubled 
between 1999 and 2006 
across all age groups.9

issueA worldwide 

The World Health Organization 
recommends limiting the intake of added 
sugars and consuming 10% of energy in 
the form of added sugars.
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	 Each additional sugar-sweetened 
drink consumed every day may 
increase the risk of becoming obese 
by 60%.12

	 Calories from soda and other 
sweetened beverages are declining. 
In the US  average calories per 
serving from beverages is down  
23% since 1998.13

	L ess consumption of sugary  
drinks could lower the number  
of new cases of diabetes by 2.6 
percent and prevent as many  
as 95,000 coronary heart events, 
8,000 strokes and 26,000  
premature deaths.14

Intake trends
Intake of sugar-sweetened beverages has increased in some 
countries while decreasing in other countries. It’s important  
to look at the entire picture.

Under pressure
In response to some research linking sweetened drinks  
to health issues, governments and leading health organizations 
around the world are proposing new taxes or regulations to 
reduce or ban their consumption.

France

Government has 
proposed a tax on 
sugary drinks.

South Africa

New guidelines recommend eating 
and drinking food and drinks that 
contain sugar sparingly and not 
between meals.11 

Ireland

The health minister 
is considering  
a tax on sugar-
sweetened drinks.

UK

Oxford University 
health experts are 
calling for a soda tax 
of as much as 20%.

The European Union

The addition of sugars  
to fruit juices will no 
longer be authorized.10 
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All sweeteners  
are not created 
equal? 

•

•

Added sugars can be divided into two categories:
Nutritive sugars: Added sugars like sucrose, fructose,  
and high fructose corn syrup

Non-nutritive sugars: Additives that provide sweetness  
without a lot of calories

Health organizations are most concerned with the added 
sugars that provide calories without many nutrients.  
In parts of the world where food is abundant, using less  
of these added sugars is a simple easy way to achieve  
global health goals. 

Sugar is not the only way to sweeten a drink. 
Today’s food operators can provide a wide 
range of alternative sweeteners to meet 
diverse customer preferences and needs.  
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All sweeteners  
are not created 
equal? 

Sweetener Source Culinary Tips
Sucrose/ 
Table sugar  
(natural)

Sugar cane and 
sugar beets

Rim a glass with table sugar to provide an interesting contrast to tart  
drinks like lemonade.

Fructose 
(natural)

Fruits and 
honey

Experiment with honeys sourced from crops such as orange trees or blueberries  
to provide flavor differences for hot tea.

High fructose  
corn syrup 
(artificial)

Enzymatic 
treatment of 
corn starch

While most carbonated soft drinks contain HFCS, some brands are replacing it  
with natural sugars. Experiment to see what your customers prefer.

Sucralose 
(artificial)

Synthetic mix 
of sucrose and 
chlorine

Sold under the Splenda® brand name, it’s often used to sweeten  
diet carbonated drinks.

Aspartame 
(artificial)

Modified  
amino acids

120-200 times sweeter than sugar, it allows you to provide sweetness  
by adding much less.

Stevia 
(natural)

South  
American  
plant extract

30-300 times sweeter than sugar, it can be used sparingly in  
hot or cold drinks.

Agave nectar 
(natural)

Heart of the  
agave plant

Sweeter than sugar, it also dissolves very easily in cold drinks.  
Just a little goes a long way.

Luo han guo 
(natural)

Monk fruit  
extract

Traditional Chinese medicine attributes longevity to this low-calorie  
sweetener, which can be used to flavor herbal teas.

 

Non-nutritive sweetener safety  
Non-nutritive sweeteners, also known as 
artificial sweeteners, are food additives 
designed to duplicate the taste of sugar 
without all the calories. Sugar substitutes 
have been widely used across the food 
industry for the past 30 years, especially 
in diet and low-calorie products. Their 
increased use has also been particularly 
important for people with diabetes  
and those interested in reducing their 
risk of dental caries.

Many nutritionists recommend that  
consumers can safely enjoy a range of 
nutritive sweeteners and nonnutritive 
sweeteners when consumed within an 
eating plan that is guided by nutrition 
recommendations. 

Aspartame is perhaps the most 
thoroughly researched additive. 
While its safety has been consistently 
demonstrated, adverse effects ranging 
from rash to cancer continue to be 
attributed to it. Serious scientific 
evaluation could not substantiate any  
of these claims,15 which is why it is
allowed in foods today. While cyclamate
is approved in 55 countries around the
world, it was banned in the U.S. in 1969
and has not yet been reapproved.

A Comparison of Common Sweeteners

Common  
non-nutritive  
sweeteners

Acesulfame potassium

Sucralose

Neotame

Saccharine

Aspartame 

Neohesperidine 

Cyclamate
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How 
sweet?  

How it all stacks up

The sugar stacks shown here demonstrate the total amount  
of added and intrinsic sugars in a serving of various beverages. 
(Some choices contain both.) It is important to note that 
added sugars and intrinsic sugars are not the same. They play 
different roles in nutrition, and foods and beverages should  
not be judged by any one ingredient or nutrient.

Orange 
soda

Orange 
juice

ColaSports 
drink

Seltzer with 
a dash of 
fruit juice

Coffee with  
sugar

Water, coffee 
tea, etc.

210  
Calories

160 
Calories

150  
Calories

90  
Calories

15  
Calories

15  
Calories

0  
Calories



Counting calories?  
Count the nutrients, too.
Some of the criticism surrounding 
sweetened beverages results in 
consumers choosing them instead of 
100% juice and milk products. While the 
calorie count of these beverages may 
be similar, their nutrient contribution 
should not be overlooked. In fact, 100% 
juice, milk, and flavored milk are nutrient-
packed, offering many nutrients that  
are essential for health. 

Understanding this can empower your 
consumers to make informed choices 
and enjoy a more balanced life.

By paying attention to nutrient density, 
we can choose food and drinks that 
provide more nutrients in each calorie.  
With the rise in obesity levels, many 
people are searching for ways to cut 
calories from their diets, but the real 
goal should be managing the intake 
of calories that do not offer additional 
nutrients. Adding 100% juice and milk 
to your menu board provides nutrient-
dense options to help your guests get 
more from each calorie.

Added sugars: Often criticized for 
adding calories without nutrients, these 
beverages can still play an important role 
by helping a drink meet the consumer’s 
needs for taste, hydration, or enjoyment.

Intrinsic sugars: Found naturally in 
juices and milk, these sugars come with 
additional nutrients, such as protein, 
vitamins and minerals, whose value 
cannot be ignored. 

When building your beverage menu, 
consider what you are serving with 
the sugar in your beverages, and what 
consumer need they meet.   

11
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As a foodservice operator, you have several ways to keep your consumers happy and 
healthy, while meeting local regulations, too.  Try these tips:

On the menu
offer a variety of serving sizes, allowing people to 
control their own intake.

offer smaller sized servings for petite appetites or thirst. 
remember to price all sizes fairly so oversized drinks do 
not cost less than smaller servings.

serve drinks unsweetened when possible, giving each 
customer options to customize based on their own tastes 
and dietary needs.

Dress it up: add sliced fruit or cucumbers to water for 
a refreshing, nearly sugar-free drink.

Make various alternative sweeteners available.

Off the menu
Provide point-of-sale materials sharing simple, 
user-friendly information on calories, sugar content, 
and nutritional value of beverages.

share information via Qr codes, tray liners, table tents, 
your menu, or whatever tools work best.

Don’t encourage up- sizing to larger sizes or 2 for the 
price of one.  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Happy
customers?
Now that’s sweet.
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How do  
you see it?

Half-empty
Sweetened drink issues:

“Empty” calories

Greater rates of obesity, diabetes,  
and heart disease

Complete avoidance

Possible government regulations  
or taxes in the future

Half-full
Sweetened drinks offer:

 Great taste

Refreshment

Energy

A popular menu choice 

Some valuable nutrients  
(vitamins, fiber, etc.) depending  

on the choice
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New 
guidelines
The Beverage Guidance Panel, 
a proposed guidance system for 
beverage intakes, recommends 
that beverages with no or few 
calories should take precedence 
over beverages with more calories. 
Beverages were ranked according to 
their value in meeting daily needs.16

1.	 Drinking water 

2.	 Tea and coffee

3.	 Low-fat (1.5% or 1%), skim  
(nonfat) milk and soy beverages

4.	 Non-calorically sweetened 
beverages

5.	 Beverages with some nutritional 
benefits (fruit and vegetable juices, 
whole milk, and sports drinks)

6.	 Calorically sweetened,  
nutrient-poor beverages

Liquid 
calories 
Most nutritionists argue that the basic 
reason for overweight and obesity is 
an imbalance of calories in and calories 
out. Contrary to popular belief, the 
type of food or beverage consumed, 
the time of day it is consumed do not 
contribute to the problem. However 
the fact that drinks do not have to 
be chewed makes them easier and 
possibly quicker to consume, and as 
a result, people may take in too many 
calories before their bodies’ built-in 
sensors tell them they are full. 
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