
CAFFEINE 
 
Presently, there is an active lawsuit filed against an energy drink company concerning a possible link to 
the death of a teenage girl.  It appears the argument in this wrongful death suit is centered on caffeine, 
so it is a good time to have this topic covered.  First, a tragic loss of life is very difficult for anyone, 
especially regarding someone so young.  It hurts me to think about what the parents are going through, 
because, in my life, I have seen many tragedies.  This being said, be sure to keep an eye out concerning 
the verdict on this case, because it will undoubtedly have interesting arguments.  It should be noted; 
energy drinks are classified as a supplement, so they are not regulated.  Unfortunately, it required a very 
publicized death for all of this to be more closely scrutinized, but answers will soon be forthcoming.  We 
will be allowed to hear from both sides, and this will ultimately provide even more information 
regarding the ability to make educated decisions about caffeine and other ingredients contained in 
energy drinks.  Perhaps this case will provide answers which will help many people in the future. 
 
Caffeine is a substance found in coffee, tea, soft drinks, chocolate, and of course, energy drinks.  It is 
classified as both a food additive and a drug.   It is a Central Nervous System, CNS stimulant.  It is used 
both in prescription and over-the-counter ( OTC), medications to treat tiredness and/or drowsiness.  In 
fact, caffeine by itself is a very mild painkiller and may increase the effectiveness of other pain 
medications.   It is both legal and unregulated in nearly every part of the world.  If you are interested in 
the history of caffeine, it was first isolated by the German scientist, Friedlieb Runge in 1819.  Now, there 
is a little known fact.   
 
When caffeine is consumed, it is absorbed in the small intestine, and this process takes about 45 
minutes.  It hits peak blood levels in about an hour.  It is metabolized in the liver, and excreted in the 
urine.   It is completely out of your system in about five to six hours.   
 
Ordinary consumption can have low health risks, even when consumed for years.  There have even been 
references in the medical literature stating caffeine may have a protective effect against some diseases, 
even cancer, notably, malignancies affecting the liver, pancreas, skin, and uterus.   It may produce 
alertness and a boost of energy.  Other possible benefits include improved immune function from the 
anti-inflammatory effects of caffeine which may help with allergies due to caffeine’s ability to reduce 
concentrations of histamines.  These are the good qualities covered in both the lay press and the 
medical literature. 
 
On the flip side, there are a few negatives to cover.  There is an associated tolerance, which means you 
have to take in more caffeine over time to reach the same effect.  This implies there is both a mental 
and physical dependence associated with caffeine.   If you drink caffeine on a regular basis, then stop 
abruptly, there is an associated withdrawal.  This is usually manifested by headache insomnia, mild 
depression, difficulty concentrating, and irritability.   Realistically, caffeine withdrawal can make for a 
few bad days, but it is not considered to be a serious medical problem. 
 
Also, when first consumed,  there is a mild diuretic effect, which means consumption causes a person to 
have to urinate more frequently.  Some say this may lead to dehydration, especially in athletes, but this 
is a stretch.  I would not put much emphasis on this statement.  However, it is a topic of frequent 
discussion among athletes.  I would not worry about this often-described potential problem with 
caffeine.  Remember, we discussed hydration, previously. 
 



Increased consumption may produce nervousness, irritability, insomnia, and headache.   Studies have 
shown moderate amounts, described as 100-200 mg/day is usually fine.  Each person is different, there 
are individual circumstances which must be taken into account.  These include other medical conditions 
and current medications.  Reports in this wrongful death lawsuit mentioned above describe the teen 
who passed away allegedly had an underlying heart condition, but this will be addressed further as the 
trial progresses.  Again,  it is very important to know your own body. 
 
Caffeine intoxication as classified by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, IV, or 
DSM IV, is due to caffeine overdose and symptoms include restlessness, fidgeting, anxiety, excitement, 
insomnia, GI disturbances, muscles twitching and irregular heart beat.   
 
Bloomberg reports emergency room visits involving energy drinks have soared ten-fold between 2005-
2009.  According to a report by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 
emergency room visits associated with energy drinks increased to 13,114 cases in 2009.  Many cases 
involved mixing alcohol with energy drinks.  Bad idea; so please never do this.  A report by the medical 
journal, PEDIATRICS, suggests  drinking energy drinks may be especially worrisome for children with 
ADHD, diabetes, or heart conditions.   
 
One study performed on 7th-9th graders found students took in an average of 53 mg of caffeine per day.  
In fact, it was shown 20 percent of students took in more than 100 mg/day.  Ask yourself this question:   
Is drinking a caffeinated beverage a good thing to do for your body?  Many young people are very 
sensitive to caffeine and develop temporary anxiety, irritability, and other problems.  Also, please 
remember drinking soft drinks and energy drinks will increase your caloric intake, as many of these 
products contain empty calories in the form of sugar.  This puts you at an increased risk for obesity and 
related diseases. 
 
Caffeine, consumed late in the day or early evening can lead to insomnia.  Taken in during the early 
morning usually does not present a problem.  So, if you are going to drink it, do so early in the day. 
 
Let’s look at a few other things to consider: 
 
Don’t count on reading the product label concerning caffeine according to Consumer Reports, (CR).  It 
seems, according to their data, the products may contain more or less caffeine than advertised.    CR 
says safe limits of caffeine are up to 400 mg per day for healthy adults, 200 mg/day for pregnant 
women, and up to 45-85 mg/day for children.    Not all the manufacturers of energy drinks are members 
of the American Beverage Association, the trade group which represents the soft drink industry.  The 
ABA says its members’ energy drink labels do list caffeine amounts.  In a sampling performed by CR, they 
found the highest amount of caffeine was found in an energy supplement which contained 242 
mg/serving.  Some reports from other sources claim energy drinks contain anywhere from 160-500 mg 
of caffeine, so again, please be aware certain drinks may contain more or less than what is claimed on 
the label. 
 
Coffee contains on average 60-150 mg of caffeine per serving.  Soft drinks contain an amount of 
caffeine/12 ounce serving ranging from 55-65 mg..  Energy drinks are in the 80-90 mg/serving range. 
 
These are just some average numbers to consider as a point of reference. 
 



In my opinion, a person your age should not be consuming caffeine for a designated purpose.  Just like 
most things; moderation is best.  If you take in caffeine because you eat an occasional chocolate bar or 
drink a caffeinated beverage every once in awhile, then  so be it.  Please be aware one of the take home 
points is caffeine is a drug which is contained in food/drink items.  Please fully understand energy does 
not come from a bottle or a can.   It will be interesting to see how this legal action turns out in regards to 
energy drinks, caffeine, and health.  At the very least, you have knowledge of caffeine.  It is America, and 
you are free to make a choice.  Now, you can make an educated decision. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Dr. Steve 
 
Dr. Steven L. Snodgrass, M.D., F.A.C.S. is a former Chief of Surgery, member of the American Medical 
Association, Fellow of the American College of Surgeons, father of two athletic sons, and the son of a 
cancer survivor.  Because of his experiences, he created a healthy protein snack to help both athletes and 
patients meet their specific needs.  His new product, Nutri Snax will be available, soon. 
 
A portion of sales proceeds will be used to support The Minnie Pearl Cancer Foundation.  For 
more information visit www.minniepearl.org  
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