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A Comprehensive Overview of
Caffeine Addiction

What is Addiction?

To begin, what is caffeine addiction?
caffeine addiction is characterized by the
excessive and harmful consumption of
caffeine over time, leading to negative
effects on health. According to the
Cambridge Dictionary (2024), addiction
refers to "the need or strong desire to do or
to have something, or a very strong liking
for something,"” despite it being harmful to
oneself and others. Addiction manifests in
various forms, including behavioral
addiction, substance addiction, and impulse
addiction.

Behavioral addiction involves compulsive
behaviors that are not related to the intake of
psychoactive or chemical substances. These
behaviors activate the brain’s reward system
by releasing dopamine, a neurotransmitter
that reinforces the habit over time. Examples
of behavioral addictions include:

e Gambling addiction
e Sex addiction

e Shopping addiction
e Gaming addiction

Substance addiction, which includes
caffeine addiction, refers to a physical
dependence on a specific chemical or
substance, despite its harmful consequences.
People can become addicted to prescription
medications or illicit drugs such as
methamphetamine, heroin, and ecstasy.

Lastly, impulse addiction or impulse
control disorders involve the inability to
resist a temptation, urge, or impulse that
may harm oneself or others. According to
the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
behaviors arising from impulse control
disorders can become addictive. Impulse
addiction often intersects with other mental
health issues, such as substance abuse
(Trobisch & Trobisch, 2023). Common
types of impulse control disorders include:

o Kleptomania
e Pyromania
e Intermittent Explosive Disorder

Caffeine Addiction

Caffeine is the most consumed drug in the
world, with an estimated 80% to 90% of
children and adults regularly consuming it.
Caffeine is a central nervous system (CNS)
stimulant that promotes increased alertness,
enhanced concentration, and motivation.
People can quickly develop a dependence on
coffee, especially when consumed daily.

Although often used interchangeably,
caffeine addiction and caffeine dependency
have slightly different connotations.
Caffeine addiction suggests a stronger
psychological and physical reliance, similar
to addiction to other substances,
characterized by compulsive use, cravings,
and difficulty stopping despite negative
effects. Caffeine dependency, on the other
hand, typically emphasizes the physiological
aspect, where the body adapts to caffeine
intake, leading to tolerance and withdrawal
symptoms when consumption is reduced or
stopped.

While low to moderate caffeine
consumption is generally considered safe, an



increasing number of clinical studies show
that some users become dependent or
addicted to the drug and are unable to reduce
their intake, despite being aware of the
recurring health problems associated with
continued use. This can result in a condition
known as “withdrawal syndrome.”

Consequences

According to (Gupta et al., 2024),
“Withdrawal syndromes occur when the
body responds to the reduction or cessation
of a substance after prolonged use,
indicating physical dependence.”
Withdrawal syndromes include symptoms
of:

o Headaches

o Fatigue

e Loss of focus

« Lack of motivation
e Mood swings

o Nausea
e Insomnia
e Dizziness

o Cardiac issues
e Hypertension
e Anxiety

Which can range in severity from mild to
severe.

Diagnosis

For the diagnosis of caffeine addiction or
dependency, medical practitioners refer to
the guidelines in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th
Edition (DSM-5).

Firstly, the patient must have recently
consumed a high dose of caffeine - well

above 250mg. They must then display five
or more of the following symptoms either
during or shortly after consumption
(Caffeine Intoxication DSM-5 305.90
(F15.929) - Therapedia, n.d.). The
following are diagnostic criteria for caffeine
addiction according to the DSM-5:

o Nervousness

¢ Restlessness

o Excitement

e Facial flushing

o Digestive complaints
e Increased or irregular heart rate
o Diuresis

e Insomnia

e Muscle twitching

o Nervous energy

e Periods of tirelessness

Lastly, the signs and symptoms must not be
attributable to another medical condition, or
better explained by a mental disorder,
including addiction from a different
substance.

Mitigation

Mitigating caffeine addiction is essential to
prevent further harm to the body and to
develop healthier habits. The first step is
gradual reduction, also known as tapering,
where caffeine intake is slowly decreased
each day. This helps to prevent both
overconsumption and withdrawal symptoms.
The next step is switching to decaffeinated
or low-caffeine beverages such as tea, water,
and natural juices. Finally, staying well-
hydrated by drinking plenty of water helps
the body detox and reduces caffeine
cravings.

Conclusion



Caffeine addiction is one of the most
common forms of substance addiction and
involves a substance that is consumed daily
by many people. Although the consequences
of caffeine addiction are generally not
severe, it is still classified as a clinical
disorder according to the DSM-5. Mitigating
caffeine addiction involves reduction,
substitution, and maintaining hydration.
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