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Introduction

A habit is something that we do often and regularly. An example of a good habit would be swimming three times a week. It’s a very positive routine that offers a multitude of health benefits. It also nurtures us to be more organized and strict with what we do. Sometimes, we can make a habit out of something, without even realizing it. Like falling asleep with the TV on or adopting some bizarre sitting position. One that makes us more relaxed, more confident and probably being bad for our posture.

There are also habits that annoy other people, like nail biting or whistling. Unfortunately, there are  more hazardous habits that can affect our health, our life and our environment. They can even affect our friends and families. Some habits manifest themselves as strong physical needs to keep taking a particular drug or substance. It could be nicotine or alcohol. Daily smoking and drinking is something that lots of people have to struggle with. These two go hand-in-hand, because nicotine promotes alcohol dependence. Aside from being terrible for our health, these habits are extremely addictive.

A strong desire for drugs (e.g., cocaine) can also become a dreadful thing, that can ruin the health of the person that falls victim to this addiction. Bottom line is this: a habit can take different forms. It can have a positive impact on our lives (swimming, waking up early), it can be involuntary (nose picking), it can annoy others (finishing off other people’s sentences) or it can be destructive (smoking, staying up late at night).

It is believed that we need at least 2 weeks of certain behavior to turn it into a habit. Also, we need approximately 66 days for that new behavior to become automatic. To be written in our routine. I must say that those numbers seem pretty accurate for me. Especially, when I take a look at my own habits.

Each time I manage to quit nail biting or smoking, whether for a month or six months, there will always appear some form of a trigger. Something that will elicit those bad habits once again.

Once the bad habit resurfaces, I’ll start slowly. I’ll smoke a single cigarette on Monday because of some stressful situation. Then, I’ll smoke another two on Wednesday with my co-workers over a cup of coffee. I’ll then stop for two days straight, only to smoke half a pack on the weekend, on the night out with my friends.

I’ll then rinse and repeat. And after 2-3 weeks of struggle, I’m back to smoking regularly. Whether a habit is bad or good, changing it doesn’t need to take long time. But it’s definitely very hard. The first and most important step toward a change, is awareness.

We can’t change or develop a habit if we’re not aware of it. We can’t quit the habit of criticizing other people, without realizing that we’re doing so. It’s useful to have friends and family at your side, so that they can point out your bad traits. This is a very first step leading to a change. 

The earlier we manage to stop the harmful behavior, the better. Because we are creatures of habit. We tend to live our lives according to some form of a routine. It helps us get through our days and nights. We develop some form of tendencies or patterns, that help us cope with everyday life.

We will sing in the shower, go to church on Sundays, read books, exercise, make our bed in the morning, cook dinner, have a glass of wine with that dinner, dedicate some time on a hobby, walk our dog twice a day or trim our beard once a week. Our routine is what defines us. It’s what makes us a person that we are. It establishes how we see ourselves and how others do.

When it comes to a daily routine, there’s one part of that routine that many people need in their lives. One habit to help them start a day as well as get through that day. The one and most common habit that seems to be indispensable. 

That would be a morning cup of coffee. It’s such a common habit, that some people can’t even imagine beginning their day otherwise. Myself included.

But is the morning coffee good for us or is it breaking our health? Should we avoid caffeine and not indulge ourselves in this captivating habit? Well, it’s difficult to find a definitive answer to these questions. However, we’ll try to talk about positive and negatives, so that each of you can decide that for yourselves.

Part I

First of all, caffeine is a safe and well researched substance. Several studies associate it with lower risk of developing certain diseases, including cancer, diabetes or kidney disease. Caffeine is a natural substance found in seeds, nuts or leaves of numerous plants. It’s used as a major component of chocolate, tea and our beloved coffee. It’s also added to sodas, energy drinks and various pre-workout supplements and drinks (where it’s usually combined with taurine). It is virtually added to anything that’s supposed to boost our energy.

But caffeine is only a stimulant. It gives us this illusory feeling of an energy boost. It’s very misleading. Caffeine’s role is to stimulate our central nervous system, while simultaneously inhibiting something called adenosine, which we are going to discuss in a minute.

When it comes to caffeine, the most popular and widely consumed beverage that contains this stimulant – is coffee. This beverage is famous for its taste, aroma and its stimulating effects. Most people can’t even begin their days without their morning caffeine “hit”. 

Caffeine, or coffee itself, has the power to prevent cognitive decline, to improve our mood, increase our reaction time, improve our concentration and focus, make us more awake and give us energy. But how does caffeine actually work?

Upon ingestion, it binds to adenosine receptors in the central nervous system (CNS). Adenosine is a chemical that’s present in all of our cells. 

The very same cells are constantly using energy. But they can’t get it from caffeine. Coffee has zero calories. The energy that we’re using comes from fats, ketones or glucose. These will then turn into something called ATP. Adenosine triphosphate. It consists of adenine, a ribose sugar and  three phosphate groups (hence “tri – phosphate”). That’s the energy currency used in our bodies. 

ATP provides readily releasable energy. Unlike fats for example, which have to go through a long way of beta-oxidation to get turned into ATP. Although it’s worth to mention, that a molecule of fat will provide more ATP molecules than glucose or ketones. 

We don’t store ATP very effectively. We do that with fats and carbohydrates. These will then turn into ATP molecules in times of need. ATP gets broken down and restored throughout the day. But we store a significant amount of energy within the phosphate bonds.

This energy can be used for muscle contraction, transport of various molecules or chemical synthesis (e.g., protein synthesis). The interesting part starts here. The counterpart of ATP is adenosine. It’s produced by breakdown of ATP. It gets broken down once we use up energy.

The breakdown of our energy currency produces adenosine, which accumulates in our body. At the end of the day, when there’s a high concentration of adenosine, we’ll get tired and sleepy. That’s a natural process. 

Adenosine is a neuromodulator (just like dopamine or serotonin). It acts on our CNS thanks to specific receptors. Adenosine, that’s produced from our ATP, binds with those receptors and tapers off our neural activity. Adenosine acts as a brake or an anchor for our nervous system. The end result is sleepiness and tiredness.

On the other hand, caffeine is something that we could call – an adenosine receptor antagonist. It blocks the adenosine receptors in the brain which promotes wakefulness and drives away any signs of fatigue. 

Without adenosine, there’s nothing that can put brakes on our nervous system. With adenosine gone, our CNS and our brain can accelerate. Caffeine will also boost dopamine and glutamate, both associated with mental energy, motivation, attention and mood. Therefore, that morning cup of coffee can turn us into motivated, energetic and productive machines.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that caffeine is the main ingredient in pre-workout supplements and energy drinks. They simply make our brains “blind” to the feeling of tiredness. Once our brains turn a blind eye on how we really feel, we can exercise harder and longer. We can really push through our limits and potentially collect more benefits from our physical activities. But only potentially. 

Caffeine is also the main ingredient in fat-burning supplements. That’s because caffeine mobilizes large quantities of fatty acids for energy. That’s especially beneficial for aerobic type exercises. Caffeine will also boost our endurance. Not only through its relation with adenosine, but by increasing blood flow to the working muscles. It will also blunt our response to pain, allowing us to perform more work during our training. 

Thanks to an increased blood flow to the muscles, caffeine might increase the strength of our muscles, which can be useful during resistance exercises. It is an amazing tool that can take any type of workout to a whole new level. However, it’s still vital to know our limits. Once we overtrain, we won’t be seeing any benefits of those workouts. 

But should we really depend on caffeine so much? Lately, I’ve been seeing more and more people on the Internet and in real life, who are energetic, motivated and productive. People who not only exercise every single day, but they also have a desire to exercise. People who wake up refreshed at 6 a.m. and don’t start their day with a cup of coffee.

I’ve been seeing people who manage their own businesses and share their stories on social medias. People who have made names for themselves. Internet entrepreneurs, celebrities and athletes. Whenever they share their success story, they claim to be drinking only water. And these are the people, that constantly emanate this positive energy. They do that each time they show up on the screen. Whether they appear in an interview or they host a webinar.

I happen to believe in their claims. The benefits of drinking water will always outperform the ones that caffeine has to offer. 

The only downside to drinking water is that it poses some dangers when consumed in excess. But caffeine can harm us even in small amounts. It can cause a short but considerable increase in blood pressure. It can turn us into addicts. It can over stimulate adrenaline and slowly burnout our nervous system. Also, caffeine will act as a diuretic which can potentially make us deplete important nutrients, like calcium or B vitamins. It can also interfere with our sleep, because it will lead to a decrease in melatonin, our sleep hormone.

There are more downsides to caffeine consumption, which we will discuss a bit later. But there’s also a lot of good that can come from our morning cup of coffee. This beverage is rich in disease-fighting anti-oxidants. It can protect us from diseases like Alzheimer’s or Parkinson’s. It can stimulate something called “autophagy”, which is a state during which our cells get rid of damaged and broken components, and recycle them into brand new tissue. Caffeine can help balance our cholesterol levels or prevent liver disease.

The list of pros and cons is so vast, that it appears to be nearly impossible to find the definite answer to our question. Should we avoid caffeine?

Personally, I believe that anything is good in moderation. That single morning brew will offer an outstanding amount of benefits for our bodies. That second cup during lunch hours, will probably add up to those benefits. However, anything more will most likely blunt those benefits, and lead us to the dark side of the caffeinated world.

I am a huge coffee drinker. I will indulge myself in this habit way too often. It makes me feel better. It allows me to be more productive, it helps me to wake up in the morning and I’m hooked on its taste.

I get a huge portion of benefits from my first cup early on. However, as the day progresses, I get the diminished returns. I’ll drink more than three cups at work. Sometimes, I’ll drink one more when I get home. On those days, I’m certain that my sleep is going to be screwed.

But I can’t help myself. After that third hit of caffeine, I can feel changes in my heart rate and my blood pressure. I’ll even get edgy, irritated and unable to focus.

I know my own body. I know how it behaves and how it reacts to different substances or foods. Nevertheless, despite knowing what will happen after that third dose of caffeine, I’ll still indulge myself. That’s a witchery of an addiction.

If you’re anything like me. Meaning, you drink more coffee than you should and you’re aware of that (because awareness is the first step towards change), there might be a
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