
caffeine 
alert
This table shows the caffeine content  
of various drinks.

ALERT!

C

A

F

F

E

I

N

E

CAFFEINECAFFEINE

CAFFEINE

ALERT!
CAFFEINE

CAFFEINE
CAFFEINE

CAFFEINE

ALERT!

C

A

F

F

E

I

N

E

CAFFEINE

CA
FFEIN

ECAFFEIN
E

18 CHOICES  september 2010 CHOICES  september 2010  19

What is caffeine? 
Caffeine is the most widely 

consumed drug in the world, 
surpassing nicotine and alco-
hol. 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 ingre-
dient in some cold medicines, 
energy drinks, and even gum. 

When ingested, caffeine 
stimulates the body’s nervous 
system by latching on to ade-
nosine receptors in the brain. 
Adenosine is a natural com-
pound produced by the body. 

It prepares you for sleep by 
quieting down nerve cell activ-
ity 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 adren-
aline. 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. 

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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 nutrition

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
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Soda, energy 
drinks, chocolate 

chip cookies,  
and chocolate  

all contain 
caffeine.
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Starbucks Cup: ©REUTERS/Joe Skipper/Landov, Pepsi Can: 
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amount of 
caffeine
330 mg

150 mg

 
160-200 mg

260 mg

60-100 mg

25 mg

5 mg

30-60 mg

34-55mg (Coke: 34 mg, 
Pepsi: 38 mg, Sunkist: 41 mg, 
Mountain Dew: 55 mg)

0 mg

76 mg

80 mg

Beverage  
item
Starbucks store-bought coffee (16 oz)

Starbucks Latte, Cappuccino, Caramel 
Macchiato (16 oz)	

Maxwell House or Folgers coffee (16 oz)

Starbucks Coffee—brewed from grounds

Hot black or green tea (16 oz)

Starbucks hot cocoa or decaf coffee (16 oz)

Hot decaf tea (16 oz)

Bottled iced tea (Arizona, Lipton,  
Snapple, etc.) (16 oz)

Soda (Coke, Pepsi, Sunkist, Mountain  
Dew, etc.) (12 oz)

Non-cola soda (7-Up, Sprite, Sierra Mist,  
diet or regular) (12 oz)

Red Bull (regular or sugar free) (8.3 oz)

Monster (8 oz)


