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Editor’s Note:

Happy Holidays! Enjoy 

the recipes and kitchen 
swaps for a flavorful, 
fun season! The online 

version has links to all 
of our best holiday 

recipes and handouts. 

--Judy Doherty, MPS, PC II



Cioppino – Italian Seafood Stew

Serves 10. Each serving: 274 calories, 15 g fat, 7 g saturated fat, 42 mg cholesterol, 0 mg trans

fat, 370 mg sodium, 19 g carbohydrates, 3 g fiber, 6 g sugar, 12 g protein.

Ingredients:

3 tablespoons of extra virgin 

California olive oil

6 cloves of garlic, peeled and 
minced

1 onion, peeled and diced
1/2 cup dry white wine (optional)

2 28-ounce cans San Marzano 

tomatoes, no salt added, roughly 
chopped with the broth

3 cups low-sodium chicken broth
2 tablespoons Italian seasoning

1 teaspoon Korean red pepper

1 cup clams
1 cup mussels

1/2 cup lump crab meat
6 blue crab claws

8 ounces Pacific cod, halibut, 

flounder, or snapper (sturdy mild 
fish)

chopped parsley for garnish

Directions:

1. Heat the olive oil in a large Dutch Oven. Sauté the garlic 
and onion until golden, about 3 minutes. Add the white wine 

and cook for 1 minute, allowing the alcohol to evaporate. 

Add the tomatoes, broth, and seasonings. Bring to a boil, 
then reduce the heat to a simmer and cook for 20 minutes.

2. Boil the crabs or crab claws if they are raw. Sauté the cod 
in olive oil, then add a little of the tomato broth and poach 

the fish on the stove to cook it through. In another pan, heat 

the clams, mussels, shrimp, and squid in additional tomato 
broth. If you are using raw ones, cook them in batches in 

the tomato broth.
3. Ladle the hot tomato broth into large pasta or soup bowls. 

Add the seafood, dividing it between the bowls. This way, 

you have a gorgeous broth and seafood that are cooked 
perfectly and recognizable, not a mushy mess. If you want 

to present the whole pot of stew, you can add the heated 
seafood carefully at the end, along with the broth it was 

cooked in. 

4. Serve with chopped parsley on top and crusty bread, 
accompanied by garlic butter. (Heat the bread in a 350-

degree oven for 10 minutes to make it “crusty”.)

Easy to make and great for seafood lovers.



Crudité & Homemade Ranch Dressing

Serves 16. Each serving: 72 calories, 6 g fat, 1 g saturated fat, 5 mg cholesterol, 0 mg trans fat, 

92 mg sodium, 4 g carbohydrates, 1 g fiber, 2 g sugar, 2 g protein.

Ranch Dressing

• 1/2 cup mayonnaise

• 2/3 cup Greek Yogurt, plain nonfat

• 3/4 cup buttermilk

• 2 sprigs fresh dill, about 1 tablespoon 

chopped

• 1 sprig fresh parsley, about 1 

tablespoon chopped

• 1/2 tsp Korean red pepper

• 1 tsp onion powder

• 1-1/4 tsp garlic powder

• dash of Worcestershire

• dash of red wine vinegar

Instructions

1. Blend all ingredients together in a blender. Chill before serving.

2. For the crudite platter, get all items ready and place on round platter when ready to serve. 

Place the dressing in the center.

Crudite Platter

• 2 cups carrot sticks

• 2 cups celery sticks

• 1 cup radishes, stemmed, rinsed, cut 

in quarters

• 1 cup cherry tomatoes

• 1 cup broccoli florets

• 1 cup cucumber sticks

• 1 cup red pepper strips

Low in sodium, made with whole ingredients. 



Almond Snowball Cookies (lower sugar)

Ingredients:

•4 sticks plus 2 tablespoons butter, 
unsalted, (room temperature)

•1/2 cup sugar

•2 cups ground raw almonds

•3 cups plus 2 tablespoons all-purpose 
flour

•Powdered sugar for dusting the 
finished cookies.

Directions:

1. Cream the butter and sugar together until fluffy. Add 
the almonds and flour and mix smooth.

2. Scoop the dough and roll into small balls. Bake on a 
non-stick pan in a 350°F oven for about 12-14 minutes. 
The cookies are done when they are golden brown on the 
bottom. Allow to cool and then roll into powdered sugar.

3. Makes 5 dozen cookies.

Serves 60. Each cookie: 105 calories, 8 g fat, 4 g saturated fat, 16 mg cholesterol, 0 mg trans

fat, 48 mg sodium, 7 g carbohydrates, .5 g fiber, 2 g sugar, 2 g protein.



Real Hot Chocolate

Older kids can make this delicious hot beverage that makes a great after dinner drink.

•3 cups skim milk

•4 ounces dark chocolate (around 60-70% 
cacao), finely chopped

•2 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder

•3 tablespoons sugar

•1 teaspoon vanilla extract (optional)

1.In a medium saucepan, whisk together the 
unsweetened cocoa powder, and sugar.

2.Gradually pour about 1/4 cup of the milk into the 
saucepan, whisking constantly until a smooth, thick paste 
forms.

3.Pour in the remaining milk and whisk to combine.

4.Place the saucepan over medium heat. Continue to 
whisk frequently, especially along the bottom of the pan, 
as the mixture heats up. Do not let it come to a boil. You 
want it hot and steaming, with small bubbles just 
beginning to form.

5.Remove the saucepan from the heat. Add the finely 
chopped chocolate and the vanilla extract. Let it sit for 
about 30 seconds to begin melting, then whisk 
continuously until the chocolate is completely melted and 
the hot chocolate is velvety smooth.

6.Pour into mugs and serve immediately.

7.Optional topping: marshmallow or whipped cream.

Serves 4. Each serving: 275 calories, 13 g fat, 7 g saturated fat, 6 mg cholesterol, 0 mg trans

fat, 82 mg sodium, 33 g carbohydrates, 4 g fiber, 25 g sugar, 9 g protein.



Give the Gift of Health: Delicious & 

Homemade Food Presents
The holiday season often revolves around food, and while store-bought 

treats are convenient, there's something truly special about a homemade 

gift. This year, why not spread some cheer and well-being with delicious, 

healthy food gifts? Forget the sugar overload or big expense; these 

thoughtful presents nourish the body and the soul and make great family 

gifts. 

1. Homemade Granola with a Twist: Move beyond basic oats! Craft a vibrant granola with rolled 

oats, a medley of nuts and seeds (almonds, walnuts, pumpkin, chia), and unsweetened dried fruit 

like cranberries or apricots. Sweeten naturally with a touch of maple syrup or honey, and add 

spices like cinnamon, cardamom, or even a pinch of ginger for warmth. Bake for 15 minutes in a 

350-degree oven. Allow to cool. Package it in a beautiful jar with a handwritten tag, suggesting it 

as a breakfast or yogurt topping or healthy snack.

2. Infused Vinegars: Elevate everyday cooking with custom-infused vinegars. For vinegar, think 

fresh herbs like thyme, or fruit peels such as orange or lemon. Simply combine the ingredients in 

a sterile bottle and let it infuse for a week or two. These make fantastic additions to salads, 

roasted vegetables, or as dipping oils.

3. Wholesome Baking Mixes in a Jar: Layer the dry ingredients for healthy muffins, cookies, or 

even pancake mix in a decorative jar. Think whole wheat flour, oats, baking powder, a touch of 

brown sugar or coconut sugar, and spices. Attach a recipe card naming the wet ingredients to 

add, like eggs, milk, and mashed banana or applesauce. It's a fun, interactive gift that promises a 

delicious, healthy bake!

4. Spiced Nut & Seed Mixes: Roast your favorite unsalted nuts and seeds (almonds, cashews, 

pecans, sunflower, pumpkin) with a savory or sweet spice blend. For savory, try smoked paprika, 

cumin, and a touch of cayenne. For sweet, opt for cinnamon, nutmeg, and a hint of maple sugar. 

A light coating of egg white helps the spices adhere. These are perfect for snacking, adding to 

salads, or sprinkling over yogurt.

5. Dried fruit and nut tray. A beautifully presented dried 

fruit and nut tray makes an elegant, healthy, and zero-prep 

gift. This platter features a curated, visually appealing 

assortment of chewy dried fruits like apricots, dates, and 

figs, complemented by crunchy, sometimes roasted or lightly 

salted nuts such as almonds, walnuts, and cashews. 

Arranged symmetrically on a reusable wooden or woven 

tray, the contrast of colors and textures creates a 

sophisticated snack or dessert centerpiece that is universally 

appreciated and ready to serve immediately.

Homemade, healthy food gifts are a wonderful way to show 

you care. They’re personal, practical, and prove that 

wholesome eating can be a joyful and delicious experience 

for everyone.



Stock Your Pantry, Boost Your Health: 

Delicious Foundations for Wholesome 

Meals

1. Global Spice Mixes & Herbs: A well-stocked spice rack is a healthy cook’s best friend. Beyond 

the basics, explore blends like Za'atar for roasted vegetables, Ras el Hanout for lean proteins, or 

a salt-free Tuscan/Mediterranean blend for pasta sauces. Dried herbs like oregano, basil, and 

thyme are essential, but also consider less common ones like dried dill or savory

2. Infused Olive Oils: A drizzle of high-quality, flavored olive oil can instantly brighten a dish. Chili 

oil adds a gentle kick to everything from eggs to stir-fries. Lemon-infused oil is superb over 

salads, fish, or roasted asparagus. They provide healthy fats while layering in robust flavor, 

reducing the need for heavy sauces. Look for them in the oils section of your grocery store.

3. Assorted Vinegars: Don't underestimate the power of acidity to lift flavors. Beyond balsamic and 

apple cider vinegar, branch out to rice wine vinegar for Asian-inspired dishes, sherry vinegar for 

a nutty depth in dressings, or white wine vinegar for deglazing pans. Vinegars add a bright, 

tangy note that can awaken vegetables and lean proteins, making them more appealing.

4. Gourmet Hot Sauces: A dash of good hot sauce can transform a simple meal. Look for options 

with clean ingredients—vinegar, peppers, and salt—to add a burst of flavor and heat without 

artificial additives. From smoky chipotle to vibrant habanero, the right hot sauce can make grilled 

chicken, veggie bowls, or even a plain egg feel exciting and satisfying.

5. High-Quality Unsweetened Cocoa Powder or Chocolate Sauce: Yes, even dessert can be 

healthy and delicious! Unsweetened cocoa powder is packed with antioxidants and can be used 

in smoothies, oatmeal, or to create a healthier chocolate sauce with a touch of maple syrup. A 

high-quality, low-sugar chocolate sauce can turn fruit into a decadent treat without overdoing it.

6. Maple syrup and or honey. These flavored natural sugars add a delicious flavor to yogurt, fruit, 

and cereal. 

7. Ancient Grains. Consider buying a larger variety of whole grains like quinoa, wild rice, farro, and 

more. Unlike highly processed modern wheat, grains like quinoa, farro, freekeh, and spelt are 

minimally refined, retaining their full complement of fiber, protein, and essential micronutrients. 

By strategically stocking your pantry with these flavor boosters, you’ll find that healthy eating isn't 

just easy, it's incredibly delicious. It’s an investment in your well-being, one flavorful meal at a 

time.

Transforming healthy eating from a chore 

into a joy often starts right in your pantry. 

Here’s what to stock for a pantry that 

empowers healthy, flavorful meals:



Cozy & Quick: Healthy Family Meals for 

the Busy Winter Rush

The winter holidays bring endless warmth, joy—and a calendar packed 

with activities. Juggling school events, gift shopping, and festive 

gatherings can make finding time for a nutritious family dinner feel like a 

competitive sport. This year, keep your family energized and happy by 

relying on simple, healthy, and fun meals that embrace the cozy spirit of 

the season.

Embrace the Power of the Pot: Nothing says "winter comfort" like a warm bowl of soup or chili, 

and they are perfect for maximizing nutrients while minimizing effort. Try a White Bean and 

Turkey Chili—it’s quick to assemble, packed with lean protein and fiber, and can simmer all 

afternoon while you’re out. Similarly, a Lentil and Vegetable Soup is an inexpensive, plant-

powered powerhouse that freezes beautifully for an easy future meal. Serve these with a side of 

whole-grain toast for dipping. Use an InstaPot for unattended cooking. Consider serving your soup 

or chili “buffet” or “family” style so everyone can ladle their own bowl and pick sides like salads, 

crackers, toppings, or bread to go with their meal. 

Build-Your-Own Fun: When time is short, interactive meals make kids excited and allow 

everyone to customize their plate. Instead of heavy takeout, host a Build-Your-Own Sweet 

Potato Bar. Bake sweet potatoes ahead of time, then set out bowls of healthy toppings: shredded 

rotisserie chicken, black beans, corn, Greek yogurt or cottage cheese, salsa, and chopped chives. 

It’s fun, colorful, and loaded with vitamins. Another simple option is Mini Whole-Wheat Pizzas

using English muffins or pitas as the base, letting kids decorate with their favorite healthy toppings 

like spinach, mushrooms, and lean ham. Taco bars or burrito bars also make great build your own 

dinners. 

One-Pan Wonders: For the busiest nights, sheet pan meals are your clean-up hero. Toss chicken 

sausage, broccoli florets, bell peppers, and cubed sweet potatoes with a little olive oil and Italian 

seasoning. Roast everything on a single pan until tender. These balanced meals provide protein, 

healthy fats, and plenty of vitamins with hardly any dishes, giving you more time back to enjoy the 

festive season with your family. These quick, wholesome options ensure your family stays 

nourished and ready to tackle the holiday cheer!

Our favorite sheet pan meal: chicken 

thighs, sliced sweet potatoes, broccoli, and 

sliced peppers. Toss all together in a little 

oil and season with Mediterranean spice 

mix, salt, and pepper. Bake at 400 degrees 

for 20-25 minutes. Allow everyone to build 

their own plate!



Ultra Processed Foods

1. Think about what you ate yesterday. Did at least half of your choices 

include whole foods like fruits, vegetables, yogurt, cooked grains like brown 

rice, unprocessed meats, nuts, and beans? Yes or no. 

__________________ or were they mostly packaged foods that are made 

in a factory? ____________

2. Do you eat 3 healthy meals each day or are you snacking all day long? Yes 

or no. __________________

3. Are you reading labels to understand how much added saturated fat, salt, 

and sugar is in the foods you buy? Yes or no. __________________

4. What is a UPF? __________________

5. All food additives are bad (true or false)? __________________

6. One of the worst processed foods is processed red meat, true or false? 

__________________

7. How would you classify this cereal, “Frosted Loops”, which has over 20 

different ingredients, and could not be made in your kitchen? Whole? Or 

ultra processed? __________________

8. If you put fruit and skim milk in a blender, and puree it into a smoothie, is 

that an ultra processed food? __________________

9. Do you drink sweetened drinks on a regular basis? Examples include soda, 

energy drinks, sweet tea, and punch. __________________

10. What percentage of foods in grocery stores contain at least one ultra-

processed ingredient? 25%, 30%, 70%, 90% __________________

Answer guide:

1.If you focus on eating a substantial number of whole foods, you will reduce the amount of ultra-processed 

foods that you eat. 

2.Many people snack all day instead of eating balanced meals. This can cause them to over-consume ultra-

processed snack foods. Try to eat a balanced breakfast, lunch, and dinner based on the MyPlate food groups.

3.Reading labels will help you assess how much added saturated fat, salt, and sugar a food contains. 

4.UPF is an ultra-processed food. One guide from NOVA is that it is probably a food you could not make in your 

own kitchen. 

5.Some food additives are beneficial because they help foods last longer or they add key nutrients. Some 

examples include calcium-fortified orange juice or breads with stabilizers. But some additives are not 

beneficial. 

6.True. Processed red meats often contain chemicals, fat, and salt and some studies have shown an increased 

risk of heart disease and cancer from processed red meats. 

7.Ultra processed

8.No it is a food you made in your kitchen from whole foods.

9.If you drink sugared drinks on a regular basis, it might be time to find a swap like flavored water that would be 

a better choice.

10.70%



New AHA Advisory on Ultra Processed 

Foods (UPFs)

The American Heart Association Science Advisory document on UPFs 

reviews evidence about UPFs and their effects on negative health 

outcomes. It provides guidance on research, policy, and regulatory reform 

to improve nutritional intake and health. 

The challenge is discovering which ultra-processed foods are the most 

detrimental along with finding ways to help people focus on better eating 

habits.

Ultra-processed foods are most often seen in US Dietary patterns and 

include a combo of high-calorie, high-sugar, high-fat, or high-sodium foods 

or beverages. Sugar-sweetened drinks, refined grains, candy, commercial 

baked goods, and ultra-processed meats top the list. 

Other UPFs may include healthier options, such as whole grains, low-fat 

and low-sugar dairy products, and some plant-based products. These have 

positive nutritional value, but may overlap with less healthy options, leading 

to confusion among health care professionals and the public. 

"The relationship between UPFs and health is complex and multifaceted," 

said Maya K. Vadiveloo, Ph.D., R.D., FAHA, volunteer chair of the writing 

group for this Science Advisory. "We know that eating foods with too much 

saturated fat, added sugars and salt is unhealthy. What we don't know is if 

certain ingredients or processing techniques make a food unhealthy above 

and beyond their poor nutritional composition. And if certain additives and 

processing steps used to make healthier food like commercial whole grain 

breads have any health impact."

Traditional dietary patterns were upended with the quick rise in UPF intake 

since the 1990s, possibly resulting in adverse health outcomes. Roughly 

70% of US grocery products contain at least one ultra-processed 

ingredient. A recent CDC report found that 55% of calories consumed by 

people ages 1 and up in the US were UPFs. 

This calorie range grew to nearly 62% in youth ages 1 through 18 and in 

young adults aged 19 and up, 53% of calories came from UPFs. In lower-

income families, UPF calories were nearly 55% versus 50.4% in higher-

income groups. 1

The problem with UPFs is that they’re cheap, convenient, and aggressively 

marketed, especially to youth and underserved communities. They often 

displace more nutritious choices. The intake of these foods lowers the 

overall diet quality of those in the US and is not aligned with dietary 

guidance from the American Heart Association. 

This new Science Advisory reinforces current dietary guidelines from the 

American Heart Association to:

Reduce the intake of most UPFs, especially those high in saturated fat, 

added sugars, and sodium, and those that contribute to excessive calories; 

and

Replace UPF consumption with healthier options like vegetables, fruits, 

whole grains, beans, nuts, seeds, and lean proteins.

It’s no surprise 

that eating 

excess ultra-

processed foods 

(UPFs) is linked 

with heart 

disease and 

obesity. Ultra-

processed foods 

are loaded with 

less desirable 

ingredients, 

including 

saturated and 

trans-fat, excess 

sodium, and 

sugar. As the 

intake of these 

foods and 

beverages 

increases, 

chronic health 

issues do, too, 

particularly in low-

income groups.



New AHA Advisory on Ultra Processed 

Foods (UPFs)

Most UPFS contain multiple ingredients, including some to improve 

shelf life, flavor, texture, and appearance. These ingredients are 

typically used in industrial food production, but not in home cooking. 

As our diets contain more processed foods, various systems can be 

used to classify processed foods. AHA’s Science Advisory messaging 

focuses on the Nova framework for food classification.

The most widely used system for classifying 

processed food is the Nova system. It’s based on 

the nature, extent, and rationale of the food's 

industrial processing. The Nova categorization 

doesn’t consider the nutritional quality of foods. 

Some types of industrial food processing are helpful 

for preservation, safety, or to reduce cost. These 

include extending shelf life, limiting bacterial growth, 

limiting chemical toxins, preserving function, 

nutritional, and taste qualities. They may also 

reduce food waste and loss. 

Ways to understand UPTs are held up by varying definitions, 

limitations in dietary evaluation tools, and food composition 

databases. They often don’t include detailed information on additives 

or processing methods. US manufacturers are not currently required 

to disclose their processing techniques or levels of cosmetic 

additives. This adds to the variability in risk estimates and consumer 

confusion. 

The writing group fears that relying on the degree of processing as a 

pathway for food healthfulness could encourage the food industry to 

reduce or remove the markers of ultra-processing from foods that 

contain more saturated fat, added sugar, and sodium, then promote 

them as “better-for-you options”. 

Health Impact of UPFs

The advisory cited a meta-analysis of prospective studies which 

found a dose-response association between UPF consumption and 

cardiovascular events, including heart attack, transient ischemic 

attack and stroke, Type 2 diabetes, obesity, and all-cause mortality. 

High intake of UPF versus low was linked to a 25%-58% higher 

risk of cardiometabolic consequences and a 21%-66% higher 

risk of death. Further research is necessary to understand the 

appropriate thresholds for regular intake of UPFs – what’s 

considered safe and the incremental risks of eating more UPFs.

Research has also discovered that there are likely additional 

mechanisms that impact eating behaviors and weight gain in some 

people, and that UPFs may promote obesity. 

Glossary:

Nova definition of 

Ultra-Processed 

Foods (group 4): 

Industrially 

manufactured 

food products 

made up of 

several 

ingredients 

(formulations) 

including sugar, 

oils, fats and salt 

(generally in 

combination and 

in higher 

amounts than in 

processed foods) 

and food 

substances of no 

or rare culinary 

use (such 

as high-fructose 

corn 

syrup, hydrogena

ted oils, modified 

starches and 

protein isolates). 

Whole foods are 

largely absent. 

Tip: Read the 

ingredient list to 

see if you 

recognize most 

of the 

ingredients. Is 

this food very 

high in sugar, 

added fat, and or 

sodium?  



New AHA Advisory on Ultra Processed 

Foods (UPFs)

UPFs often include ingredient combinations and additives that aren’t found in whole 

foods, which improve the palatability and reduce cost. They may impact reward-

related brain activity. As an example, artificial flavors may imitate sweetness without 

sugar. This interruption in flavor-nutrient relationships often precedes irregular 

eating habits and may lead to weight gain. 

Opportunities for research and policy

The need for nutrient-dense, affordable food is a priority. Key research and policy 

changes to improve public health and reduce non-communicable diseases related 

to UPF intake include:

Offer steps for individuals, food manufacturers and retailers to help move eating 

patterns away from UPFs high in saturated fat, added sugars and sodium toward 

eating patterns high in vegetables, fruits, nuts, seeds, legumes, whole grains, 

nontropical liquid plant oils, fish and seafood, low-fat-low-sugar dairy, and, if 

desired, lean meat and poultry.

Enforce multipronged policy and systems-change strategies such as front-of-

package labels, to help cut intake of HFSS products.

Increase funding for research to evaluate important questions about UPFs: How 

does the ultraprocessing itself make a UPF unhealthy vs. the fact that UPFs tend to 

contain unhealthy ingredients? Several UPFs overlap with HFSS foods that are 

already targeted for cardiometabolic risk reduction. Effective reduction strategies 

require a better understanding of the root causes of UPFs' link to poor health.

Improve current efforts to improve food additive science, including streamlined and 

efficient regulation and evaluation of food additives.

Vadiveloo notes, "More research is needed to understand the mechanisms of how 

UPFs impact health. In the meantime, the Association continues to urge people to 

cut back on the most harmful UPFs that are high in saturated fats, added sugars 

and sodium, and excessive calories and instead follow a diet rich in vegetables, 

fruits, nuts, seeds and whole grains, low-fat-low-sugar dairy, and lean proteins like 

fish, seafood or poultry -- for better short- and long-term health. “ 2

To learn more about the NOVA classification of processed foods, check here: Ultra-

processed foods: how functional is the NOVA system? - PMC

• Group one: minimally processed ingredients like lettuce, tomatoes, apples, broccoli, unprocessed 
poultry, fish, or meat.

• Group two: processed culinary ingredients – you would probably use or make these in your 
kitchen, oils, vinegar, honey, seasonings, nut butters

• Group three: processed foods – these include items that are baked, boiled, canned, bottled or 
frozen. This processing usually helps increase shelf life. 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9436773/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9436773/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9436773/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9436773/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9436773/


New AHA Guidelines on Ultra Processed 

Foods (UPFs)

Practitioners can help consumers reduce UPFs by:

1.      Offering label-reading classes to better inform consumers.

2.      Providing grocery store tours and highlighting UPFs and healthy choices

3.      Doing cooking demonstrations for high-risk populations using whole foods

4.      Getting involved with local schools to encourage changes in school breakfast and 

lunch menus

5.      Advising teachers to avoid using UPFs (or any food) as rewards for learning.

6.      Encouraging water consumption over sweetened beverages.

7.      Discouraging UPFs at school functions or sporting events. 

8.      Encourage reduction of ultra-processed red meat. 

9.      Discourage fried snacks and commercially prepared desserts. 

10.  Propose a healthy eating challenge to encourage consistent intake of fruits, 

vegetables, whole grains, beans, lean protein sources, and low-fat dairy products.

Lisa Andrews, MEd, RD
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Written By Lisa Andrews, MEd, RD, LD

Sweeteners and Early Puberty

Research Corner

Consuming certain sweeteners commonly found in foods and beverages may 

increase the risk of early puberty in children, particularly among those who are 

genetically predisposed, according to a study presented at ENDO 2025, the 

Endocrine Society's annual meeting in San Francisco, Calif.

According to the study, the consumption of aspartame, sucralose, glycyrrhizin, 

and refined sugars was significantly associated with a greater risk of early 

puberty, especially in kids with certain genetic traits. As the teens consumed 

more sweeteners, their risk of central precocious puberty increased.

"This study is one of the first to connect modern dietary habits -- specifically 

sweetener intake -- with both genetic factors and early puberty development in a 

large, real-world cohort," said Yang-Ching Chen, M.D., Ph.D., of Taipei Municipal 

Wan Fang Hospital and Taipei Medical University in Taipei, Taiwan. "It also 

highlights gender differences in how sweeteners affect boys and girls, adding an 

important layer to our understanding of individualized health risks."

Central precocious puberty is becoming more common. It’s a type of early 

puberty that can lead to emotional distress, shorter adult stature, and increased 

risk of metabolic and reproductive disorders in the future. 

Previous research by Chen has indicated that certain sweeteners directly impact 

hormones and gut bacteria, which are linked to early puberty. Acesulfame 

potassium (AKA AceK) was found to influence the release of puberty-related 

hormones by triggering “sweet taste” pathways in the brain and elevating stress-

related molecules. A sweetener called glycyrrhizin, found in licorice alters gut 

bacteria balance and decreases the activity of genes connected with triggering 

puberty.

Water. Just drink water! I cringe when I see kids and teenagers 

swilling sports drinks and sodas. Now, new research suggests that 

certain sweeteners found in food and beverages may increase the 

risk of early puberty, particularly in those who are genetically 

predisposed. The study was presented at the ENDO 2025 in San 

Francisco at the Endocrine Society’s annual meeting. 

https://marigold-koala-d92c.squarespace.com/blog?author=639fd730f06eeb1717caf886
https://marigold-koala-d92c.squarespace.com/blog?author=639fd730f06eeb1717caf886
https://marigold-koala-d92c.squarespace.com/blog?author=639fd730f06eeb1717caf886
https://marigold-koala-d92c.squarespace.com/blog?author=639fd730f06eeb1717caf886
https://marigold-koala-d92c.squarespace.com/blog?author=639fd730f06eeb1717caf886


Written By Lisa Andrews, MEd, RD, LD

Sweeteners and Early Puberty Research Corner

Chen notes, "This suggests that what children eat and drink, especially 

products with sweeteners, may have a surprising and powerful impact on their 
development”.

The new research is from the Taiwan Pubertal Longitudinal Study (TPLS), 
which started in 2018  Data from 1,407 teenagers were included. Over 480 

teens were diagnosed with central precocious puberty. The teen’s sweetener 
intake was evaluated through questionnaires and urine samples. Polygenic risk 
scores derived from 19 genes for central precocious puberty helped quantify 

genetic predisposition. Hormone levels, scans, and medical exams were used 
to diagnose early puberty. 

Intake of sucralose (commercially known as Splenda) was associated with a 
higher risk of central precocious puberty in boys, and intake of glycyrrhizin, 

sucralose, and added sugars was linked with a higher risk of central 
precocious puberty in girls.

Chen states, "The findings are directly relevant to families, pediatricians, and 
public health authorities. They suggest that screening for genetic risk and 

moderating sweetener intake could help prevent early puberty and its long-
term health consequences. This could lead to new dietary guidelines or risk 

assessment tools for children, supporting healthier development."

Resource: 

The Endocrine Society. "Sweet but risky: Common sweeteners may be 
accelerating puberty in kids." ScienceDaily. ScienceDaily, 15 July 2025. 
<www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2025/07/250714052231.htm>.
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Clinicians can help their clients with the following:

·         Be a role model. Drink healthy beverages in the company of young 

individuals. Encourage adults and caregivers to do the same. 

·         Educate parents about the risks of added sugar as well as artificial 

sweeteners.

·         Discourage the use of sports drinks in very young children and inactive 

teens. Talk to parents, coaches, and teachers. 

·         Encourage water or milk over juice, sweetened tea, soda, and other sugary 

drinks. Encourage parents to keep pitchers of water and ready-made tea on hand at 

home and on the go.

·         Keep sugary beverages and treats to a minimum in your home.

·         Encourage the use of a refillable water bottle for hydration.

·         Don’t reward children or teens with food- especially sweetened beverages 

and desserts.

·         Encourage regular physical activity for overall health.

·         Discuss healthy food choices for kids and teens, but avoid fat shaming and 

talk about body weight.

·         Talk to coaches and teachers about the risk of early puberty in at-risk 

children.

Lisa Andrews, MEd, RD, LD
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