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Regulation of Caffeine

Caffeine is one of the only normalized drugs in our society. Smoking is deemed bad;
drinking is irresponsible. But caffeine has been so normalized that there is little to no concern
about the amount many people consume in a day. Although reasonable amounts of caffeine can
be beneficial to the body when consumed in moderation, there are many negative health side
effects from overconsumption. So often people say, “Don’t talk to me unless I’ve had my
coffee,” which seems like a fun little joke, but that statement actually indicates that the person
has become so dependent on a stimulant that their mood is inextricably tied to their first hit of
caffeine. Even then, sometimes it takes two or more cups of coffee for that person to finally feel
awake. Additionally, many caffeinated drinks contain high amounts of sugar, which contributes
to their ability to help consumers feel awake and energetic. Due to sugar and caffeine’s
normalized addictive quality, it needs to be regulated by the government by disclosing caffeine
levels on packages and limiting the amount allowed to be served.

Multiple times over the last few decades, many people have died due to excessive
caffeine intake. In 2017, Davis Cripe, a 16-year-old boy from South Carolina, died from drinking
too much caffeine. Within two hours, he had three caffeinated beverages: a McDonald’s latte, a
Mountain Dew, and an energy drink. He had no pre-existing heart conditions, but ended up dying
from a “caffeine-induced cardiac event” (BBC News). In May 2025, Katie Donnell, a
28-year-old exercise enthusiast, died from a heart attack after living a life of drinking multiple
energy drinks a day. She went to doctors about extreme heart rates and anxiety, but nothing was

ever diagnosed until her untimely death (Bruk). Many people report having gone to the
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emergency room for heart palpitations or severe panic attacks due to overconsumption of
caffeine. Cases like Cripe and Donnell's show that caffeine is not a harmless substance and
overconsumption is dangerous.

Caffeine is a natural stimulant found in coffee beans, tea leaves, and cacao beans. It
commonly occurs in coffee, chocolate, and certain teas, including black and green teas. However,
scientists have also found a way to artificially create it. Food and drink manufacturers add
caffeine to many products with the hopes that consumers will feel more energized, have a
dopamine hit, and buy more products. (Dopamine is a natural chemical in the body that is
responsible for feelings of craving, pleasure, and satisfaction.) Although ranging in amount,
energy drinks generally have 80-200 milligrams (mg) of caffeine per drink. In one 8-ounce cup
of coffee, there is about 100 mg of caffeine. The average American often has more than one cup
of coffee or energy drink per day, which pushes the limits of the Food and Drug
Administration’s (FDA) recommended limit of 400 mg for many. Overconsumption of caffeine
often comes with symptoms like nausea, anxiety, shortness of breath, insomnia, and even
seizures (Cleveland Clinic). Frequently exceeding caffeine intake limits builds a tolerance that
leads to more consumption of caffeine, making symptoms worse, addictions stronger, and
quitting more difficult. While it is difficult to determine the exact number of people with a
caffeine addition, some studies suggest that as many as one-third of people may suffer from
"caffeine use disorder" or dependence (Miller).

Almost every person in America has consumed caffeine. It has become part of our daily
lives. According to Jon Kole, in 2013, “More than 87% of U.S. adults report regular caffeine use
with an average daily intake of 193 mg” (Kole and Barnhill). Caffeine is a drug that increases
alertness and reduces fatigue, and its effects take place around fifteen minutes after consumption.
The effects can last for as long as five hours, depending on dosage. Caffeine has a very similar
molecular structure to adenosine, which is a chemical that helps with sleep regulation and causes

tiredness (Li et al.). When caffeine reaches the brain, it blocks the receptors for adenosine,
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making a person feel awake and lively. It also releases dopamine, which starts the craving for
more caffeine and ultimately leads to addiction.

Just like caffeine, sugar is mildly addictive; they are often paired together, making their
effects even stronger. When sugar is consumed, it also travels to the brain and releases dopamine,
which feeds into cravings. With excessive dopamine hits, the body will start to associate feelings
of happiness with each taste of sugar, leading to a reliance on it. Without the constant sense of
pleasure or satisfaction, one could grow depressed and anxious. With that said, the FDA’s
recommended limit of sugar is between 50-65 grams of sugar per day, depending on gender,
height, weight, and activity level. Whether artificial or not, energy drinks have high levels of
sugar. There are 37 grams of sugar in a 12-ounce can of Red Bull and 27 grams in a Monster
energy drink. In just one drink, the average American is consuming over half of their daily
recommended amount of sugar. Other energy drinks, like Celsius, Bang, and Bubblr, claim to
have 0 grams of added sugar. Although they do not use real sugar, these drinks contain high
levels of artificial sweeteners, like stevia and sucralose, which are almost as harmful to the body.
Overconsumption of these sweeteners can lead to increased risk for heart disease, weight
management, and insulin resistance.

As stated previously, excessive caffeine and sugar content often go hand-in-hand because
they are frequently combined in drinks; a major use for sweeteners is in coffee. The most
common drink from Starbucks is a caramel macchiato, which contains espresso, steamed milk,
vanilla syrup, and caramel. In one of these drinks, there is over 30 grams of sugar, which is over
half the amount of sugar the average American should consume in a day. Additionally, people
often add extra pumps of syrup or get a larger drink, making the sugar and caffeine content
higher. In just one drink, the daily limits of caffeine and sugar can be met or exceeded. These
drinks are normally consumed in the morning, so the limits are almost met before the day has
really started. This only further emphasizes the need for regulation of sugar and caffeine.

Beverages are not the only source for caffeine. Many foods contain traces of natural and
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artificial caffeine. For example, chocolate is a natural source of this stimulant. The darker the
chocolate, the more caffeine it contains. 70-85% dark chocolate contains about 22.7 mg of
caffeine per each ounce. Milk chocolate contains about 5.6 mg of caffeine per ounce, but its
lower caffeine content is counterbalanced by higher sugar content. Food manufacturers are
required to state that caffeine is in a product, but the FDA does not require them to state how
much is in it: “When a packaged food contains an ingredient—such as chocolate chips—that
inherently contains caffeine, then caffeine will not appear on the list of ingredients” (FDA). If
consumers are given the right to see sugar content, fat content, gluten content, as well as other
allergens and ingredients, caffeine content should also be stated.

Many people believe caffeine does not need to be regulated. They find it unnecessary and
inconvenient, but they also do not realize how much caffeine they are consuming. Those against
regulating caffeine may argue that consumers should be resposible for regulating their own
caffeine intake, or they may point to the relatively mild nature of caffeine addiction. Despite
these objections, typical coffee drinks demonstrate that regulation is needed. The typical size of a
coffee at Starbucks is 16 ounces. In this one drink, there is at least 190 mg of caffeine. That is
almost half of the recommended limit per day. People will often drink more than one coffee a
day, leading to a rapid consumption of caffeine into the body. Because people do not know the
true amount of caffeine they are taking, it is difficult for them to regulate the amount of caffeine
someone consumes.

Furthermore, caffeine withdrawals are prevalent and difficult to overcome. Oftentimes,
people will experience headaches, fatigue, and irritability. Experiencing these negative effects,
consumers often go back to drinking caffeine. Another belief is that moderate consumption of
caffeine is beneficial to the body. Certain athletes, especially runners, have found benefit from
caffeine while competing. This might even be characterized as proper or acceptable use. But if
this use of caffeine is acknowledged, why does caffeine remain completely unregulated while

other performance enhancing stimulants are carefully monitored and regulated? It can lead to the



Gaddini 72

same problems stated earlier that athletes, due to a tolerance build up, will have to consume
more caffeine to have the same results, or take more caffeine to increase their results.

There are benefits of drinking caffeine, so it should not be banned altogether, but it must
be properly regulated. Education is important, but by itself it is not reliable in preventing caffeine
overconsumption. So often people do not pay attention to labels or warnings. Regulations,
enforced by the government, need to be put in place so caffeine restrictions occur and
overconsumption reduces. Manufacturers should be required to clearly state the amount of
caffeine in a product. For people who can only have trace amounts of caffeine, it is critical for
their health to know how much caffeine is in a product. Similarly to how there is a Surgeon
General’s warning on tobacco products, there should be warnings about overconsumption on
products that contain caffeine. Many people still might choose to ignore the warning, but it is
still important that it is there. Lastly, these regulations should include a law that minors under the
age of 16 are prohibited from consuming caffeine or can consume only very limited amounts.
The younger a person starts consuming caffeine, the quicker dependency builds, so it's important
that caffeine regulations address consumption by minors.

Businesses can also help reduce overconsumption. Americans have a tendency towards
super-size servings, so if businesses make their serving sizes smaller, it will help reduce the
amount of caffeine their customers consume. Furthermore, just like a bartender can "cut
someone off" if they have had too much alcohol, servers at restaurants could have the same
authority with free refills on caffeine products. If serving sizes are smaller, some people will
just drink more servings. By limiting free refills on caffeinated drinks, restaurants can help
reduce overconsumption. Moreover, the amount of caffeine in each drink should be limited.
Right now, consumers can add as many shots of espresso into their coffee as they like. To
address this, the amount of added shots of espresso or any other form of caffeine should be
limited to a certain amount of milligrams per fluid ounce. Of course, loopholes can be found

and exploited in any regulation, but restrictions will still help reduce overconsumption.
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Caffeine affects almost every American because it is in so many drinks and foods that we
consume. Nutrition labels do not properly indicate or educate consumers about the amount of
caffeine one is consuming, often leading to overconsumption. Many misconceptions are believed
by consumers, and the true effects of caffeine are ignored and unknown. Caffeine must be
regulated by reducing serving sizes, limiting the amount of refills one can get, and setting a limit
on how much caffeine can be in a single drink. These common-sense regulations on caffeine will

help end the epidemic of normalized addiction.
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