How America’s love affair with caffeine
has sparked a crisis of overdoses — and
what the FDA is trying to do about it
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Espressos pack a punch of caffeine, but it's nothing compared to the amount in a pinch of
powdered caffeine. (Eli Meir Kaplan/Vigilante Coffee)

There was a time when getting your daily dose of caffeine meant a simple cup of coffee
or tea.
Poured into a ceramic mug, the steaming liquid tended to be enough to get most people
to get that extra burst of energy to get out the door. Back then, you'd have to drink a
heck of a lot -- 81 cups of brewed coffee, or 317 cups of black tea, for the average 195pound U.S. male -- to reach a lethal dose. So while you might still get the occasional

shakiness, nausea and fast heartbeat associated with ingesting too much caffeine, you
were highly unlikely to die from it.
But somewhere along the way, caffeine became an obsession, a need for many
Americans; and an entire industry sprang up to try to make caffeine ingesting
more efficient.

Today, caffeine comes in all shapes and formulations -- Red Bull and Monster energy
drinks, "Stay Awake" pills, Jolt gum. The most potent form, the pure powdered kind
that's meant for people to mix into their food, is sold in bulk in bags or canisters that can
cost as little as $10 per pound. A single teaspoon can be packed with as much caffeine as
28 cups of regular coffee.

[FDA issues new warnings to distributors of powdered caffeine]

Wrigley stopped manufacturing its caffeinated gum after discussions with the FDA in 2013.
The new products have led to an alarming public health development in recent years that was
unheard of in the many previous decades that people enjoyed caffeine: a rash of thousands of
overdoses and reports of addiction and withdrawal.
While rare, there are even deaths: A 14-year-old with a heart condition died after going into
cardiac arrest shortly after she drank two caffeinated energy drinks in 24-hours. A 19-year-old
Connecticut resident who took a dozen caffeine pills. And a healthy Ohio teen who was a high
school wrestler died after consuming powdered caffeine.

The Food and Drug Administration has been so alarmed that it's mounted an aggressive effort to
warn consumers about the risks of caffeine products and to take manufacturers to task for the
way they are marketed.
In 2012, the regulatory agency began investigating the deaths of 13 people preliminarily linked
to the dietary supplement 5-hour Energy, which contains caffeine among other ingredients. In
2013, FDA talks with the Wrigley prompted the company to stop making its caffeinated gum. In
its latest action on Tuesday, the agency warned five distributors of pure powdered caffeine that
they are selling products that are "dangerous" and "present a significant or unreasonable risk of
illness or injury to consumers."
"The difference between a safe amount and a toxic dose of caffeine in these pure powdered
products is very small," the FDA said. "Furthermore, safe quantities of these products can be
nearly impossible to measure accurately with common kitchen measuring tools."

A scoop of roasted peaberry coffee beans from the Lake Toba region of Sumatra. (David
Ryder/Bloomberg News)
A bitter white alkaloid, caffeine is found naturally in the beans, leaves and fruit of more than 60
plants, and it is by far the most widely consumed psychoactive agent consumed worldwide. In
the United States, 85 percent of people are estimated to consume caffeine at least once a day.
This number includes children under age 18 who mostly get their caffeine in sodas. Even
preschoolers are ingesting it, studies show, and the likely culprit is chocolate milk.
When it's taken in moderation -- usually defined conservatively as the amount in one to two
cups of coffee a day -- most researchers have concluded that caffeine presents little to no risk to
people's health. In fact, some studies have found that the stimulant may have some
protective effects from diseases like Parkinson's and cancer.
But when used in excess caffeine can be deadly.

[Slew of caffeine products has FDA jittery]

Cans of Four Loko are seen on display at a liquor store in Palo Alto, Calif., on Oct. 18,
2010. After students at northern New Jersey's Ramapo College were hospitalized because
of the effects of Four Loko --which contains caffeine, other common energy-drink
ingredients, and as much alcohol as four beers -- the college president ordered that it and
similar drinks be banned. (Paul Sakuma/AP)

A variety of premium teas are laid out for tasting. (Sanjit Das/Bloomberg News)

