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Aspartame is one of several

low-calorie sweeteners (the
others are acesulfame-K,
neotame, saccharin, and

sucralose) currently approved
for food use in the United
States. Often referred

to by its brand names
NutraSweet or Equal,
aspartame is found in a
variety of food products
including soft drinks,
yogurt, puddings,
frozen desserts, baked
goods, and chewing
gum and other
candies. It is also used as a "tabletop"
powder to sweeten coffee and other
beverages, as well as in pharmaceuticals such
as cough drops and vitamins. In addition
to being a sugar substitute, aspartame can
intensify fruit flavors and make them last
longer in products such as chewing gum.

Although aspartame was discovered in
1965, the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) did not approve it as a low-calorie
tabletop sweetener and for use in powdered
mixes until 1981, and for use in carbonated
"diet" beverages until 1983. In 1996 FDA
approved aspartame as a general purpose
sweetener, allowing it to be used in all types
of foods.

Almost from the time of its approval,
aspartame has been a controversial

food additive. Reports in the
media-and especially on

the Internet-have

linked aspartame to
':: a variety of illnesses

and adverse effects,
although none of

these have ever been
substantiated. This fact

sheet provides background
., and practical information

about aspartame, and
summarizes the results of studies

I regarding its safety.

Structure and function

What is aspartame made from?
Aspartame is a molecule produced by

joining two amino acids (protein building
blocks) called phenylalanine and aspartic
acid. When aspartame is consumed, it is
completely broken down by the digestive
system into these amino acids and a type
of alcohol called methanol. The amino

acids in aspartame occur naturally in all
protein-containing foods, and methanol
occurs naturally in fruit juices, fruits, and




