
Coffee need not be a guilty pleasure, study shows
If you don't enjoy coffee, or if it bothers you, don't drink it. But if you consider coffee to be one of
life's pleasures, perhaps you will be interested in some of the latest findings about coffee's health
effects, as reported in Harvard's Women's Health Watch. We're talking here about regular coffee,
with its full content of caffeine, not decaffeinated coffee. 

We now have 20 years of reassuring research to calm the fears caused by some flawed studies of the
past, but many folks still consider their coffee to be a guilty pleasure. Certainly coffee isn't totally
innocuous, but in moderation, that means a few cups a day, coffee is now judged to be a safe drink. 

Caffeine is a mildly addictive stimulant. Getting too much may give you the jitters, keep you awake
at night and make you irritable. If you're a regular coffee drinker and you miss your morning dose,
you may get a terrible headache as a withdrawal symptom, but for most people, coffee in moderation
is harmless. There are, however, some potential side effects we ought to look at. 

Caffeine can constrict some arteries that are distant from the heart and lungs. For this reason, coffee
may ease a headache caused by dilated brain vessels. It's also why caffeine is added to some over-
the-counter pain relievers. It also can cause a slight increase in blood pressure and pulse rate, much
like climbing a flight of stairs would. Coffee doesn't cause chronic high blood pressure, and the
pressure changes that do occur tend to occur in folks who are not regular drinkers. 

The coffee oils kahweol and cafestol can elevate both total and LDL (bad) cholesterol, but these oils
are filtered out by the ordinary coffee filters. This is only a concern for folks who drink espresso,
pressed, boiled or other unfiltered coffee. The studies that linked coffee to elevated levels of
homocysteine (a risk factor for heart disease) seem to be refuted by studies that made sure the
participants were eating an otherwise healthy diet. Finally, the American Heart Association has
concluded moderate coffee intake in not harmful. The Harvard Nurses' Health Study even concluded
that 5 to 6 cups a day doesn't increase the risk of heart disease. 

There is still some concern about high coffee intake during pregnancy, however, and a possibility
that high intake, without adequate calcium supplementation, might lead to some bone calcium loss.
Breast lumps and worry about cancer, however, have been ruled out. 

So, is there any benefit to drinking coffee, other than the pleasure? Several large studies (more than
125,000 people followed for 12 or more years) seem to indicate there is. The risk of developing type
2 diabetes is lower among regular coffee drinkers. In the age group of 35 to 64, the risk was 29
percent lower. The incidence of gallstones in women who drank 4 cups a day was lower than in non-
drinkers. Colon cancer was lower in coffee drinkers, and cognitive function also was improved.
Athletic performance, particularly during endurance events, is enhanced at a dosage level of 2 to 9
mg. per kilo of body weight. That's about 2 to 5 cups of coffee. The incidence of liver disease is
lower, particularly in those people who have the risk factors of hepatitis B or C, and several large
studies have shown a reduced risk of Parkinson's disease. Women who drank 1 to 3 cups a day had a
50 percent reduction in the risk for Parkinson's. 

The bottom line is that people can stop feeling guilty about their coffee habit. That morning cup will
do you more good than harm, and will probably enhance your feeling of well being. 
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