
PARENT GUIDE: High-Caffeine Energy 
Drinks & Student-Athletes 

Many high school athletes rely on high-caffeine energy drinks (containing 200–300+ mg of 
caffeine per can, equivalent to 2–3 cups of coffee) for a quick burst of energy before practice or 
late-night studying. However, these beverages pose significant physical, mental, and athletic 
risks to developing teens. 

 

 

1. How Caffeine Affects the Body & Behavior 
Physiological Impact 

● Cardiovascular Strain: High doses of caffeine trigger rapid spikes in blood pressure 
and heart rate (tachycardia). In severe cases or during intense workouts, this can lead to 
irregular heart rhythms (arrhythmias) and chest pain. 



● Dehydration & Heat Injury: Caffeine is a mild diuretic and can mask early signs of 
fatigue. Combined with sweating during sports, this significantly raises the risk of heat 
exhaustion, muscle cramps, and heat stroke. 

● Gastrointestinal Distress: High caffeine and artificial sweeteners often cause stomach 
upset, acid reflux, nausea, and cramping during physical exertion. 

Behavioral & Psychological Impact 
● Anxiety & Agitation: High doses frequently trigger restlessness, panic-like symptoms, 

irritability, and muscle tremors ("the jitters"). 
● Risk-Taking Behavior: Studies link habitual energy drink consumption with increased 

impulsivity, mood swings, and a higher reliance on stimulant substances to function 
throughout the day. 

● The "Crash" Cycle: As the caffeine wears off, teens experience extreme fatigue, 
leading them to consume more caffeine—creating a cycle of dependency. 

2. Combining Energy Drinks with Creatine: The Hidden 
Risks 
Creatine is a popular supplement used by student-athletes to build strength and explosive 
power. However, combining creatine with high-caffeine energy drinks presents specific 
concerns: 

Mechanism Creatine Effect Energy Drink 
Effect 

Combined Risk 

Hydration 
Balance 

Pulls water into 
muscle cells to 
support 
performance. 

Acts as a diuretic 
and increases 
sweat loss. 

Severe 
Dehydration & 
Cramping: 
Opposing fluid shifts 
increase kidney 
strain and risk of 
heat injury. 

Performance 
Ergonomics 

Designed for 
short, 
high-intensity 
muscle 
contractions. 

Blunts creatine's 
performance 
benefits when 
consumed in high 

Reduced 
Effectiveness: 
Studies show high 
caffeine intake can 



doses 
simultaneously. 

neutralize creatine's 
strength gains. 

Gastrointestinal 
System 

Requires 
adequate water 
to dissolve 
without stomach 
irritation. 

Increases stomach 
acidity and bowel 
motility. 

GI Distress: High 
rates of severe 
nausea, stomach 
cramping, and 
diarrhea during 
practice. 

3. Impact on Sleep & Recovery 
Adolescents require 8 to 10 hours of sleep per night for proper physical recovery, muscle 
repair, and brain growth. Energy drinks drastically interrupt this baseline: 

● Half-Life Delays: Caffeine has a half-life of 5 to 7 hours in teens. A 200 mg energy drink 
consumed at 3:00 PM before practice leaves 100 mg of caffeine active in the brain at 
9:00 PM or 10:00 PM. 

● Loss of Deep Sleep: Caffeine disrupts Slow-Wave Sleep (deep sleep) and REM sleep. 
Deep sleep is precisely when the body releases Human Growth Hormone (HGH) to 
repair muscle tissues injured during training. 

● Chronic Sleep Debt: Poor sleep leads to slower reaction times, reduced muscle power, 
and a significantly higher rate of athletic injury. 

4. Impact on Academic Performance 
While teens often use energy drinks to stay alert while studying, high doses actually impair 
cognitive performance: 

Energy Drink Consumption ➔ Jitters & Anxiety ➔ Reduced Memory Retention ➔ Academic 
Strain 
 

● Impaired Working Memory: High caffeine levels can over-stimulate the prefrontal 
cortex, reducing short-term memory, focus, and multi-step problem-solving ability. 

● Attention Deficits: Rather than sustained focus, high caffeine creates erratic bursts of 
attention followed by brain fog and extreme fatigue during school hours. 

● Test Anxiety: The physiological arousal from caffeine (racing heart, sweaty palms) 
mimics and amplifies test anxiety, leading to lower exam scores. 

 
 



 
Actionable Tips for Parents 

1. Check Labels Carefully: Look for hidden caffeine sources like guarana, yerba mate, 
green tea extract, and taurine. 

2. Promote Safer Hydration: Encourage water and electrolyte-rich sports drinks during 
intense workouts lasting over 60 minutes. 

3. Prioritize Food for Fuel: Ensure your athlete gets complex carbohydrates (oatmeal, 
whole grains, fruit) and protein prior to practice instead of liquid stimulants. 

4. Establish a Caffeine Cut-off: If caffeine is consumed, ensure it is limited (under 100 mg 
per day for teens) and strictly cut off at least 8 hours before bedtime. 

 


