
Everything you need to know about navigating  
the road less caffeinated smoothly. 

YOUR 4-STEP  
CUT-BACK-CAFFEINE PLAN
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T HERE ARE A LOT of ways that coffee is good 
for you. Two to three cups a day may reduce 
your risk of heart disease, and it may help 

your memory, prevent kidney stones, boost your 
workout and even decrease your risk of tooth loss. 
Tea’s no slouch for health benefits, either. It may 
help alertness and lower the risk of diabetes, heart 
disease, and cancer.

Yet there are equally complling reasons to back off 
coffee and other sources of caffeine. Reasons like 
feeling jittery and on edge after having it, or having 
trouble sleeping at night. The latter is a big deal: lack 
of sleep can affect your brain, heart, immune system, 
and mood, to name a few. (Check out how much sleep 
you really need here.) 

Backing off doesn’t have to be painful, unpleasant, 
or leave you listless. Here’s all you need to do to drop 
a little caffeine and get to the non-jittery, rested state 
that helps you thrive all day.  

YOUR 4-STEP  
CUT-BACK-CAFFEINE PLAN

https://www.jacc.org/doi/10.1016/S0735-1097%2822%2902446-9
https://www.jacc.org/doi/10.1016/S0735-1097%2822%2902446-9
https://www.menshealth.com/health/g19516808/surprising-sources-of-caffeine/
https://www.menshealth.com/health/a38113961/how-much-sleep-do-you-need-every-night/
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Step 1:  

FIGURE OUT HOW  
MUCH CAFFEINE YOU’RE  
REALLY DRINKING
IF YOU’RE GOING TO CUT BACK, you have to know where you 
started. Make a list of all the caffeinated drinks you routinely 
guzzle throughout a typical day. “The vast majority of the 
caffeine people drink comes from coffee or tea,” says Andy De 
Santis RD MPH, a registered dietician and author in Toronto, 
Canada. But don’t forget to list energy drinks, sodas, caffeinated 
gum—anything that contributes to your daily totals.  

Next, jot down when it is that you drink that caffeine. Make note 
of the Coke you grab with lunch and the Red Bulls you drink 
to power through the rest of your workday and recharge for 
whatever’s going on in the evening. The later you drink caffeine, 
the bigger your chances of sleep trouble are. According to data 
from Cleveland Clinic, it can take up to ten hours for caffeine to 
clear from your body, so no caffeine after noon is a great general 
rule to follow. 

Next, figure out how many milligrams of caffeine you’re 
drinking (for most people, up to 400 mg a day is considered to 
be side-effect-free, if consumed in the morning). This handy 
calculator gives you a good estimate. But you’ll need to factor 
in where you actually get your coffee. “Coffee house coffee tends 
to have more caffeine than home-brewed coffee,” says De Santis. 

https://andytherd.com/about-andy/
https://andytherd.com/about-andy/
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/articles/15496-caffeine-how-to-hack-it-and-how-to-quit-it
https://foodinsight.org/caffeine-and-you/calculator.ht
https://foodinsight.org/caffeine-and-you/calculator.ht
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If you get it from a chain coffee shop, see if they have caffeine 
content online. “Plus, certain specialty drinks, like cold brew, 
tend to have higher caffeine content,” he says. And note the size 
of what you’re drinking; at home, you might have 16 ounces. At a 
shop, you might get much more than that. 

Total up all the caffeine you’re drinking in milligrams. Is it more 
than you thought? No big deal. What you can measure, you can 
more easily cut back on. 

Step Two:  

START CUTTING BACK
COLD TURKEY IS going to wreck your day in multiple ways, so 
do not entertain it. “A sharp reduction in consumption may lead 
to fatigue–some people may also experience headaches,” says De 
Santis.  

Instead, just aim to cut your caffeine intake by 20 percent in the 
first week. “It would be perfectly reasonable to do that,” De Santis 
says. “Slow and steady wins the race.” Sure, if you drank 5 cups 
of coffee, you could cut back to four. But even better: Just fill each 
cup of your usually caffeinated beverage 4/5 full. Do the same 
thing the next week and the week after that, until you’re at the 
level of consumption that makes you feel great all day long. 

If you’ve cut back significantly and you’re missing all that 
sipping, swap in something else. If decaf coffee or tea just doesn’t 
do it for you taste-wise, change the flavor profile. Add creamy 
full-fat milk or cream, or sprinkle in cinnamon, anise, nutmeg, 
or even lemon juice (even in coffee, no kidding). 
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Step 3: 

 STAVE OFF A SLUMP
IF YOU’RE USED TO beating an afternoon slump with 
another hit of caffeine, there are other solutions to perking up 
naturally. Try these moves: 

•  Walk up stairs. In one study, sleep-deprived people who walked 
up and down stairs for 10 minutes felt more energized than 
people who downed 50 mg of caffeine. 

•  Take a 10-minute power nap, if you can. 

•  Get up and walk anywhere. Even for 10 minutes. Ideally, 
outside. 

•  Talk to someone. John Caldwell, Ph.D., a psychologist who has 
researched fatigue for NASA and the U.S. military found that 
people who were sleep deprived acted more alert after taking 
just seven minutes to chat with someone. 

•  Avoid an energy lag with the right foods. Eating a diet that’s 
low in sugar and high in fiber can help you avoid energy 
slumps since their sugars are absorbed into your body more 
slowly, helping you avoid the high/crash cycle that can send 
you straight for caffeine. That means munching on carrots and 
hummus instead of a candy bar or bag of chips. 

https://www.menshealth.com/nutrition/a19537708/foods-fight-afternoon-slump/
https://www.menshealth.com/health/g19546638/21-health-benefits-of-napping/
https://www.menshealth.com/nutrition/
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Step 4:

CHECK YOURSELF 
NOW THAT YOUR caffeine consuption is where you want it, it’s 
time to ask the big question: How do you feel? 

There is no wrong answer here. If you feel amazing without 
caffeine, that’s excellent, and you’ve hit your sweet spot. If not, 
it’s OK to add a little back into your day. “Cutting caffeine is a 
highly individualized process,” says De Santis. If you do want to 
indulge in an Americano, see how it affects you. If you feel better 
without it, fine. Same goes if it gives you a much-needed boost. 
What works for you is what you should do–the goal is to feel your 
best.


