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Can soft drinks speed aging?

Drinking 8 ounces of sweetened soda daily inflicts 1.9
extra years of aging on your cells, a new study concludes

Soft drinks may quench your thirst and provide an energy boost. They also can
do a lot of damage — beyond expanding your waistline. Drinking sweetened
sodas daily can speed how fast the body’s cells age, a new study indicates.

Regularly downing sugary soft drinks can boost the risk of chronic diseases,
including type 2 diabetes, heart disease and liver disease. These long-lasting
conditions have no cure. Today, three-fourths of all American healthcare dollars
go to manage such ailments. What researchers hadn't worked out
was why overindulging in sugary drinks leads to such diseases.

Researchers at the University of California, San Francisco, or UCSF, wondered if
the link might lie with a marker of cellular aging. It's called the telomere(Ifi).
Telomeres are the repeated sequences of DNA that cap the ends of our
chromosomes. Like the plastic tips that keep shoelaces from fraying, telomeres
protect our DNA from damage, explains UCSF’s Cindy Leung. As an
epidemiologist, she probes the links between diet and health.

Telomeres shorten each time a cell divides. But “if the telomere gets too short,”
she notes, “the cell can stop dividing and die.” As such, telomere shrinkage is
said to reflect — and possibly even determine — a cell’s biological age. Studies
show that shorter telomeres also raise a person’s risk for diabetes, heart disease
and some cancers.

To scout for a link between sugary beverages and telomere length, her team
combed through a lot of health data. These came from a nationwide survey of
5,309 U.S. adults between 1999 and 2002. (This survey has been ongoing since
the early 1960s. Over its history, it has collected health data on more than
140,000 people.) At mobile exam centers, survey participants get their height and
weight measured, give blood samples and answer questions about their lifestyle
and other behaviors. During those interviews, each volunteer also reports
everything he or she had eaten or drunk in the past day.



From this information, Leung’s team calculated how much sugar from beverages
each volunteer had consumed. But since a one-day report doesn’t always reflect
general habits for all other days, the scientists also asked about factors that can
vary among participants. Such variables included their age, gender, what ethnic
group they belonged to, whether they were married, where they live, whether
they smoke and if they had been surveyed on a weekday or weekend. Many of
these factors can affect how well the single-day report reflects a
person’susual habits.

The other piece of information that Leung’s team
needed was telomere lengths. To measure them,
they extracted DNA from each participant’s blood.
Then they ran those samples through a test,
or assay. It looked for a special, repeated stretch
of six DNA building blocks, called nucleotides.
This particular combo of six nucleotides is found = :
only in human telomeres, not in the rest of our chromosomes’ DNA.

Leung’s UCSF coworker, Elizabeth Blackburn, shared the 2009 Nobel Prize in
Medicine for discovering how chromosomes are protected by telomeres.
Members of Blackburn’s lab assayed the telomeres for the new study.

Then the researchers determined how average telomere length varied depending
on traits and behaviors such as age, race, how much someone exercised and
how much schooling they’d had. Then, taking this information into account, the
scientists homed in on the variable they wanted to study — daily intake of sweet
drinks. They looked at soft drinks sweetened with sugar, sweet non-carbonated
beverages (such as sports drinks), diet soft drinks and fruit juices.

After crunching the numbers, “drinking an 8-ounce serving of soda was
associated with 1.9 additional years of cellular aging,” Leung told Science News
for Students. That means people who guzzle a 20-ounce bottle of some sugary
soft drink daily are inflicting roughly 4.6 additional years of biological wear and
tear on their cells. About one-fifth of study participants reported drinking at least
20 ounces of sweetened soft drinks each day. Leung’s team reported its findings
October 16 in the American Journal of Public Health.

In a 2008 study, for instance, Blackburn and her coworkers reported that good
habits can lengthen telomeres. They studied a three-month regimen in people. It
consisted of eating healthy, getting regular exercise, not smoking, getting social
support and managing stress.

Right now, sports drinks and energy drinks are on the rise, particularly among
teens and young adults. That is why Leung suspects that “if we were to repeat
the study today, we would expect to see the same association (with shorter
telomeres) that we found with sugary sodas, in all these other sugary drinks.


http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanonc/article/PIIS1470-2045(08)70234-1/fulltext
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