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If you’re guzzling coffee, energy
drinks, or soda to energize
yourself, you need to
know that consuming
too much caffeine is
harmful to your health
©PENFOLD/ISTOCKPHOTO (GRAPHICS); ©MASTERFILE ROYALTY FREE (FIZZING SODA); ©ROLF VENNENBERND/
DPA/LANDOV (RED BULL); ©PETER FRANK/CORBIS (COOKIES); ©TOOGA/GETTY IMAGES (CHOCOLATE)

What is caffeine?

Caffeine is the most widely
consumed drug in the world,
surpassing nicotine and alcohol. A natural ingredient in
the leaves, seeds, and fruits of
certain plants, caffeine is most
commonly found in drinks like
coffee, tea, and soda, and foods
such as chocolate. Caffeine is
also manufactured as a chemical
additive and is the main ingredient in some cold medicines,
energy drinks, and even gum.
When ingested, caffeine
stimulates the body’s nervous
system by latching on to adenosine receptors in the brain.
Adenosine is a natural compound produced by the body.

It prepares you for sleep by
quieting down nerve cell activity and widening blood vessels
to increase oxygen flow. But
when caffeine is consumed,
adenosine is blocked, setting
off a chain reaction. Your
body’s pituitary gland releases
hormones that cause your
adrenal glands to secrete adrenaline. Adrenaline raises your
heart rate and blood pressure.
It also makes your liver release
sugar to the bloodstream. The
end result is a boost in energy.

Why is too much
caffeine bad for you?

“People can become
dependent on caffeine after

just a few days of regularly
consuming it,” says David
Schardt, senior nutritionist
at the Center for Science in
the Public Interest. What
that means is that the body
begins to have a craving
for caffeine, and when it
doesn’t get it, it goes through
withdrawal, which is
uncomfortable. Withdrawal
symptoms include headaches,
tiredness, and irritability.
Having too much caffeine
can also make you jumpy and
anxious. Perhaps the most
damaging aspect of caffeine
is that it interferes with the
body’s ability to sleep. “It can
make us feel alert when we
are actually in need of rest,”
says Dr. Kendrin Sonneville,
a registered dietitian at
Children’s Hospital Boston.
“Teens who overuse caffeine
might have trouble falling
asleep or may not feel
sleepy when they should
be going to bed.”
Finally, drinking
lots of caffeinated
drinks increases your
sugar intake. Gourmet
coffee drinks are loaded with
sweeteners—not to mention
calories and fat.
“Getting hooked on
caffeine from these
high-calorie sources
can make it harder to
maintain an ideal weight,”
Schardt says.
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Soda, energy
drinks, chocolate
chip cookies,
and chocolate
all contain
caffeine.

Story continues on next page.

CHOICES

SAT/ACT
WordS
Ailment:
a sickness

Beneficial:
helpful

Craving:
an intense
desire for
something

Enhance:
to increase
or improve
in value

Stimulate:
to excite to
activity
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For a list of
the caffeine
content in
different
drinks, go
to www
.scholastic
.com/choices.

Some studies show that
caffeine might be beneficial
as long as you consume it
in moderation. According
to the Center for Science in
the Public Interest, ingesting
a small amount of caffeine
per day has been proved
to increase sociability and
general well-being. Reaction
times can improve when
performing complex tasks.
And in some cases, longterm memory and short-term
retention skills are enhanced.
In addition, in a recent study
by the Harvard School of Public
Health in Boston, caffeine was
linked to a lower risk of developing some diseases or physical
ailments. The study suggests
that people who consume one
or two cups of coffee a day
have a 30 percent lower risk of
developing Parkinson’s disease,
a disorder that affects the body’s

Controlling
Caffeine

nervous system, than people
who don’t consume caffeine.
The coffee drinkers are also
20 percent less likely to develop
gallstones in their bladder than
non-coffee drinkers.

How much caffeine is
safe to consume?

According to the U.S. Food
and Drug Administration, con
suming 100 to 300 milligrams—
the equivalent of a small
(8-ounce) cup of coffee—a day
is the right amount for adults.
There hasn’t been significant
research done on the caffeine
consumption habits of teenagers, but Schardt and Sonneville
agree that teens should consume less than adults. Why?
Because teens are still growing
and need all the nutrients—and
sleep—they can get. “I generally recommend, ‘the lower,
the better,’ when it comes to
caffeine,” Sonneville says.
—Alexis Burling

Here are tips on how
to keep your caffeine
consumption to a healthy
A fruit
amount:
smoothie
Cut back. Try having
is healthier
coffee only once a day
than a cup
instead of three times.
of coffee.
Reduce the size.
Instead of going for
the large coffee or the
jumbo soda, stick to
the smaller sizes.
Try decaffeinated or caffeine-free drinks. You’ll get the
same taste without the caffeine.
Skip it altogether. Plenty of naturally caffeine-free drinks
taste great and are healthier. Examples are milk (which is rich
in calcium), herbal tea, fruit smoothies, and water.
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test yourself

Are these statements true
or false? Answers are in
the Teacher’s Edition.

1

 large 20-ounce cup of
A
coffee is considered a
healthy amount for
adults and teens to
consume each day.
True
False

2

Caffeine won’t affect
your sleep if you have a
cup of coffee at 5 p.m.
True
False

3

 affeine provides no
C
benefits to the human
body.
True
False

4

 ou can get caffeine
Y
only from drinks. No
foods contain caffeine.
True
False

discussion
questions

1

How many caffeinated
drinks do you consume
each day? Do you think
you drink too much caffeine? Why or why not?

2

Have you ever tried to
cut back on your caffeine intake? Were you successful? Why or why not?
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Can caffeine be good
for you?

