
Supported by the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services, Endorsed by the Missouri American Academy of Pediatrics and the Midwest Chapter of Society for Adolescent Medicine  Volume 10  • Number 5  •  September / October 2008

Daryl A. Lynch, MD is Section Chief of Adolescent Medicine
at Children’s Mercy Hospital and Consultant in Adolescent
Health to MO-DHSS.

Patti Van Tuinen is the Adolescent Health Coordinator for
the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services.

A d o l e s c e n t  U p d a t e
Drinking energy drinks continues as a trend among teens--and now a trend is emerging
of drinking energy drinks that contain alcohol.  According to the Marin Institute,
teenagers and young adults spent almost $3.6 billion on heavily caffeinated drinks
in 2006 with names like Monster Energy®, Red BullTM, Amp EnergyTM, and Full Throttle®.

What makes these drinks so popular?  Edgy packaging, vibrant colors, promises of
performance enhancement, and exotic flavors are all part of the marketing hype about
energy drinks.  These drinks could be attractive to a whole number of groups: athletes;
students who choose to study late; party-goers; anyone with low energy who needs
a quick pick-me-up.  Energy drinks are meant to supply mental and physical stimulation
for a short time.  The primary ingredients are usually caffeine, taurine (an amino acid),
and glucuronolactone (a carbohydrate).  Energy drinks may also contain guarana (a
South African plant that supplies a caffeine-like substance), other stimulants such as
ginseng and various other amino acids, vitamins, minerals, and herbs.

The advertisements for these drinks often promise great outcomes such as increased
energy, metabolism or stamina, or increased mental alertness.  What is not clear is
whether these drinks can actually be harmful.  One thing is clear--these drinks are
not safe for young children and should not be given to them due to the caffeine
content.  It is actually unclear exactly how much caffeine many of these contain
because it is not labeled on the can.

In order to determine how much caffeine is contained in various brands of energy
drinks, toxicology professor Bruce Goldberger of the University of Florida tested ten
drinks.  Goldberger found a significant range of caffeine content.  His findings varied
from containing no caffeine to the equivalent of almost five cans of cola drink or
about 12 ounces of a typical brewed coffee.  Caffeine researchers who have studied
the effects of the stimulant on the body say there is nothing alarming about the
amount of caffeine in a single can of these energy drinks.

Teens often do not realize how much caffeine they are drinking, and many teenagers
do not know how easy it is to become dependent on caffeine.  Many adults who
become used to drinking coffee every day and then do not drink it for a day will
experience withdrawal symptoms such as headaches, mood swings, and trouble
concentrating.  Some people are more sensitive to stimulants than others, so some
teens may get a bad case of the jitters from very little caffeine.  Other negative effects
may include anxiety, panic attacks, increased blood pressure, increased gastric acid,
and bowel irritability.  Of course, teens that use energy drinks too late in the evening
may discover the insomnia effects of the caffeine-containing drinks.

As the market expands, some brands are pushing caffeine levels to new highs. One
drink, called CocaineTM and made by Redux© Beverages, contains about three times
as much caffeine as Red BullTM.  To publicize its drink, the company sponsors contests
inviting contestants to submit wacky videos they have put on Web sites like YouTubeTM

or MySpaceTM.  Energy-drink makers also market their products to teens and young
adults by sponsoring sporting events or athletes who compete in extreme skiing,
skateboarding, or Bicycle MotoCross (BMX).

The newer trend of the energy drinks that contain alcohol (alcopops) poses additional
concern and risks.  Since the drinks contain caffeine which is a stimulant and alcohol
which is a depressant, teens that drink alcopops may not feel the full effects of alcohol.
Feeling tired or groggy signals to many who drink alcohol that they have had enough
but with the stimulation of the caffeine, one may not have this same feeling.  Even
though one may feel alert, the blood alcohol concentration is the same and after the
stimulant effect is worn off, alcohol will remain in the system.  This feeling of being
alert may lure teens into driving or other risky behaviors.  If the alcohol volume is
excessive, alcohol poisoning can lead to respiratory depression or respiratory arrest.
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Energy Drinks, Alcopops, and Youth



Action is needed to counteract the marketing of the energy
drinks containing alcohol.  Alcohol beverage producers should
discontinue the production of these drinks pending further
scientific studies that demonstrate the health effects of these
drinks, particularly for young people.  Marketing directed to
teens and young adults should be suspended and replaced with
public educational campaigns to alert consumers, parents, and
law enforcement to the risks of mixing alcohol with energy
drinks.

Parents need to become familiar with the names of these energy
drinks that have look-alike names and packaging with alcohol-
containing energy drinks, e.g. Rockstar vs. Rockstar 21.  Parental
monitoring of the volume of energy drinks consumed by teens
is recommended.  Parents should model responsible alcohol
consumption and not set an example of mixing energy drinks
with alcohol.

In many states, the alcohol beverage control agencies have
conducted investigations to make sure the alcoholic energy
drinks are not being sold to minors.  Numerous attorney generals
have officially filed complaints to the national beverage control
agency and to the producers directly to stop production of
alcohol-containing energy drinks.  Several states have initiated
investigations of the marketing and advertising practices associated
with these drinks.  Local governments could choose to ban the
mixing of alcohol with energy drinks in bars.

As with most risky health behaviors, probably one of the best
strategies is prevention.  Addressing underage drinking behaviors
and specifically alcopops and energy drinks has become a major
campaign for Missouri’s Youth Adult Alliance (MYAA).  MYAA is
a statewide coalition that assists local community efforts in
addressing underage drinking and operates under ACT Missouri,
a not-for-profit organization.

Further education is also needed among the retail clerks that
sell these beverages.  Some report that they did not know that
the drinks contained alcohol and thought they were selling an
energy drink.  Of course, if retail clerks are caught selling to a
minor, they could be charged with selling alcohol illegally to a
minor.
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Alcohol or Energy Drink - Can you spot the difference?

Alcopops look deceptively similar to non-alcoholic drinks.
Retailers, parents, law enforcement officers, and teachers need
help recognizing alcopops to keep them out of the hands of
young people.  Follow this quick checklist to identify alcoholic
drinks and help keep them out of the hands of youth:

• Look at what they are buying/what you are buying them.

• Check for nutritional facts.  If the product is non-alcoholic
  they will be listed.

• Alcoholic drinks are required to have percentage of alcohol
  content labels.

Source: Missouri’s Youth/Adult Alliance, Debunking the Disguise:
An Alcopops Awareness Kit.

R E S O U R C E S
http://www.myaa.org/pdf/alcopopskit.pdf
Missouri’s Youth Adult Alliance “Debunking the Disguise:
An Alcopops Awareness Kit”

http://www.marininstitute.org  The Marin Institute Report
“Alcohol, Energy Drinks, and Youth:  A Dangerous Mix”

http://www.drugfree.org/  The Partnership for Drug-Free
AmericaTM web site.  Good information about substance
use and abuse.

http://oregon.gov/OLCC/alcohol_energy_drinks.shtml
The State of Oregon Liquor Control Commission web
page on alcopops.

http://www.showmeteamspirit.com/  Missouri Department
of Transportation’s Team Spirit Leadership Training, a
program designed to empower youth to take an active
role in promoting safe driving habits, preventing alcohol
and other drug use and the impaired driving that
accompanies such use.

http://family.samhsa.gov/monitor/alcopops.aspx
“Alcopops: Not Your Grandma’s Lemonade” by Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration


