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ABSTRACT 

Health drinks, including energy, soft, sports, and diet beverages, have 

seen an exponential rise in consumption in the United States over the 

past two decades. Their diverse formulations and health claims have 

prompted increased scrutiny by regulatory bodies. The U.S. Food and 

Drug Administration (FDA) plays a crucial role in monitoring these 

products to ensure safety, truthful labeling, and compliance with 

federal regulations. This review highlights the regulatory classification, 

labeling standards, permissible ingredients, and health claim 

restrictions associated with each beverage category. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
[1] 

The beverage industry in the U.S. is continuously evolving, with 

consumers demanding functional, low-calorie, or energizing options. 

Health drinks, while promising benefits such as hydration, energy boosts, or weight loss, fall 

under various regulatory scopes depending on their formulation and marketing. The U.S. 

FDA regulates these drinks either as foods, dietary supplements, or even drugs, depending 

on their composition and intended use. This distinction is critical because it determines the 

legal requirements for ingredient safety, manufacturing practices, labeling, and claims. 
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2. Regulatory Classification
[2] 

The FDA does not define "health drinks" as a specific category. Instead, products are 

classified as: 

 Conventional Foods (Beverages) – including soft drinks, juices, and most sports and diet 

drinks. 

 Dietary Supplements – often applicable to energy drinks or functional beverages 

containing vitamins, herbs, or novel ingredients. 

 Dietary Supplements – often applicable to energy drinks or functional beverages 

containing vitamins, herbs, or novel ingredients. 

 Medical Foods or Drugs – if a product is intended to diagnose, cure, mitigate, or prevent 

disease, it may require drug approval. 

Note: A product‟s formulation, intended use, and labeling determine its regulatory path. 

 

3. Regulatory Overview of Different Health Drinks
[3,5] 

3.1. Energy Drinks 

These beverages typically contain caffeine, taurine, B vitamins, and other stimulants. 

Depending on their labeling, they may be regulated as: 

 Dietary supplements (if labeled with supplement facts) 

 Conventional beverages (if labeled with nutrition facts). 

 

Regulations Include 

 Compliance with DSHEA (1994) for supplements 

 Mandatory caffeine content declaration (recommended but not enforced) 

 Adverse event reporting if marketed as supplements 

 Restrictions on marketing to minors and disclaimers for high-risk groups 

Controversy: Many energy drinks face criticism due to high caffeine levels and associated 

risks like heart palpitations or seizures, especially in adolescents. 

 

3.2. Soft Drinks 

Soft drinks are carbonated or non-carbonated beverages that are primarily water-based with 

sweeteners, flavors, and preservatives. 

 

Regulatory Requirements 

 Ingredient safety under GRAS (Generally Recognized as Safe) or FDA-approved food 

additives 
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 Nutrition Labeling and Education Act (NLEA) compliance for labeling 

 Declaration of sweeteners (e.g., HFCS, aspartame), sodium, and preservatives 

 Prohibition of misleading claims such as “all-natural” if artificial ingredients are used. 

 

3.3. Sports Drinks 

These are electrolyte-enhanced drinks marketed for hydration and athletic performance. 

Typically contain sodium, potassium, carbohydrates, and sometimes amino acids. 

 

FDA Oversight Includes 

 Ingredient review for safety under food additive regulations 

 Monitoring claims such as “replenishes electrolytes” or “boosts performance” 

 Nutrition labeling under 21 CFR Part 101 

 No disease claims without premarket approval. 

Concerns: High sugar content in some sports drinks contradicts their healthy image, 

especially among non-athlete consumers. 

 

3.4. Diet Beverages 

Diet drinks are formulated to be low in calories or sugar-free and usually contain non-

nutritive sweeteners. 

 

Key Regulations 

 Use of FDA-approved sweeteners like sucralose, stevia, or aspartame 

 Clear labeling of sweetener type and amount 

 Validated health claims (e.g., “may help reduce calorie intake”) 

 Prohibition of unauthorized claims linking products to weight loss or disease prevention. 

 

4. Labeling and Health Claims
[6,7] 

FDA distinguishes between several types of claims 

 Nutrient content claims: e.g., “low calorie,” “sugar-free” – must meet FDA definitions. 

 Structure/function claims: e.g., “supports metabolism” – allowed with disclaimers for 

supplements. 

 Health claims: e.g., “may reduce risk of heart disease” – require significant scientific 

agreement or qualified health claim approval. 

 

Labeling Components Required 

 Ingredient list 
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 Serving size 

 Nutrition/Supplement Facts panel 

 Allergen declaration 

 Manufacturer/distributor information. 

 

5. Adulteration, Safety, and Enforcement
[8,9] 

FDA has authority to act against beverages that are: 

 Adulterated (contain harmful or unapproved ingredients) 

 Misbranded (contain false or misleading labels) 

 Marketed with unauthorized drug claims 

 

Recent Examples 

 Warnings to energy drink manufacturers for unsubstantiated claims 

 Enforcement against products with excessive caffeine or undeclared substances 

 Monitoring imports for non-compliance with U.S. standards. 

 

6. Industry and Consumer Impact
[10,11] 

Manufacturers must 

 Ensure compliance with FDA and FTC (Federal Trade Commission) regulations for 

advertising 

 Maintain GMP (Good Manufacturing Practices) if classified as dietary supplements 

 Monitor adverse event reports and maintain transparency. 

 

Consumers benefit from 

 Better label transparency 

 Awareness of potential health risks 

 Safer formulation standards 

 

7. Future Outlook
[12,13] 

With the rise of functional beverages, plant-based ingredients, and customized nutrition, 

the regulatory framework may evolve to address emerging trends. The FDA is exploring 

modernizing food labeling and may revise its stance on caffeine limits, labeling standards, 

and marketing to vulnerable populations. 
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8. CONCLUSION 

The regulatory framework for health drinks in the U.S. is complex and largely influenced by 

how products are marketed and consumed. From ingredient safety to accurate labeling, the 

FDA ensures that health drinks, whether marketed for energy, hydration, or calorie control, 

are safe and not misleading to consumers. As innovation in this space continues, regulatory 

vigilance will remain critical in protecting public health. 
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