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HIV, Hepatitis, and Other Infectious Diseases
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Drug use is linked to risky behaviors such as needle sharing and unsafe sex and can also weaken the immune system. This combination greatly increases the likelihood of contracting HIV, hepatitis, and other infectious diseases.


Drugs that are commonly injected and can lead to HIV, hepatitis, and other infectious diseases:


	cocaine

		heroin

		methamphetamine

		prescription opioids

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)


Cancer
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Cigarette smoking is the most preventable cause of cancer in the United States. Smoking cigarettes has been linked to cancer of the mouth, neck, stomach, and lungs, among others. Nonsmoking people exposed to secondhand cigarette smoke increase their chances of developing lung cancer in addition to other health problems.


Young adult males who use marijuana and began their use during adolescence are at risk for an aggressive form of testicular cancer.


Drugs that may cause cancer:


	marijuana

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)

		tobacco


Cardiovascular Effects
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Researchers have found that most drugs can have adverse cardiovascular effects, ranging from abnormal heart rate to heart attack. Injection drug use can also lead to cardiovascular problems such as collapsed veins and bacterial infections of the blood vessels and heart valves.


Drugs that can effect the cardiovascular system:


	cocaine

		DMT

		GHB

		heroin

		inhalants

		ketamine

		khat

		LSD

		marijuana

		MDMA

		mescaline (peyote)

		methamphetamine

		PCP

		prescription stimulants

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)

		synthetic cannabinoids

		synthetic cathinones

		tobacco


Respiratory Effects
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	Drug use can lead to a variety of respiratory problems. Smoking cigarettes, for example, has been shown to cause bronchitis, emphysema, and lung cancer. Marijuana smoke can also cause respiratory problems, including chronic bronchitis. Smoking crack cocaine can also cause lung damage and severe respiratory problems. The use of some drugs, such as opioids, may cause breathing to slow, block air from entering the lungs, or make asthma symptoms worse.




	Drugs that can affect the respiratory system:



	
		cocaine
	

		
		DXM
	

		
		GHB
	

		
		heroin
	

		
		inhalants
	

		
		ketamine
	

		
		marijuana (when smoked)
	

		
		PCP
	

		
		prescription opioids
	

		
		tobacco (when smoked)
	


Gastrointestinal Effects
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Among other adverse effects, many drugs can cause nausea and vomiting after use. Cocaine use can also cause abdominal pain and bowel tissue decay, and opioid use can cause abdominal pain, acid reflux, and severe constipation. 


Drugs that can affect the gastrointestinal system:


	cocaine

		DXM

		GHB

		heroin

		khat

		kratom

		LSD

		MDMA

		mescaline (peyote)

		nicotine

		PCP

		prescription opioids

		psilocybin

		synthetic cannabinoids

		synthetic cathinones
	 

	


Musculoskeletal Effects
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Steroid use during childhood or adolescence, resulting in artificially high sex hormone levels, can signal the bones to stop growing earlier than they normally would, leading to short stature. Other drugs may also cause severe muscle cramping and overall muscle weakness.


Drugs that can affect the musculoskeletal system:


	inhalants

		MDMA

		PCP

		psilocybin

		Rohypnol®

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)

		synthetic cathinones


Kidney Damage
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Some drugs may cause kidney damage or failure, either directly or indirectly, from dehydration, dangerous increases in body temperature, and muscle breakdown.


Drugs that can cause kidney damage:


	heroin

		ketamine

		inhalants

		MDMA

		PCP

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)

		synthetic cannabinoids


Liver Damage
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Chronic use of some drugs, such as heroin, inhalants, and steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs), may lead to significant damage to the liver. This damage can be worse when these drugs are combined with alcohol or other drugs.


Drugs that can cause liver damage:


	DXM

		heroin

		inhalants

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)


Neurological Effects
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All addictive drugs act in the brain to produce their euphoric effects. However, some can also cause damage due to seizures, stroke, and direct toxic effects on brain cells. Drug use can also lead to addiction, a brain disorder that occurs when repeated drug use leads to changes in the function of multiple brain circuits that control pleasures/reward, stress, decision-making, impulse control, learning and memory, and other functions. These changes make it harder for those with an addiction to experience pleasure in response to natural rewards?such as food, sex, or positive social interactions?or to manage their stress, control their impulses, and make the healthy choice to stop drug seeking and use.


Drugs that can cause neurological problems:


	ayahuasca

		cocaine

		DMT

		DXM

		GHB

		heroin

		inhalants

		ketamine

		khat

		kratom

		LSD

		marijuana

		MDMA

		mescaline (peyote)

		methamphetamine

		PCP

		prescription opioids

		prescription sedatives

		prescription stimulants

		psilocybin

		Rohypnol®

		salvia

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)

		synthetic cannabinoids

		synthetic cathinones

		tobacco/nicotine


Hormonal Effects
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	Appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs disrupt the normal production of hormones in the body, causing both reversible and irreversible changes. These changes include infertility and testicle shrinkage in men as well as body hair growth and male-pattern baldness in women.




	Drugs that can cause hormonal problems:



	
		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)
	


Prenatal Effects
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Studies show that various drugs may result in miscarriage, premature birth, low birth weight, and a variety of behavioral and cognitive problems in the child. A baby can also be born dependent on the drug if the mother uses it regularly?a condition called neonatal abstinence syndrome.


Drugs that may have adverse prenatal effects:


	cocaine

		heroin

		inhalants

		marijuana

		MDMA

		methamphetamine

		nicotine

		prescription and over-the-counter drugs


For more information on the effects of using these drugs during pregnancy, see the Substance Use in Women Research Report.

Other Health Effects
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In addition to the effects that various drugs may have on specific organs of the body, many drugs produce global body changes such as dramatic changes in appetite and increases in body temperature, which may impact a variety of health conditions. Withdrawal from drug use also may lead to numerous adverse health effects, including restlessness, mood swings, fatigue, changes in appetite, muscle and bone pain, mental health problems, insomnia, cold flashes, diarrhea, vomiting, and others.



Commonly Abused Drugs and Withdrawal Symptoms (PDF, 159 KB)




Drugs that have global adverse health effects:


	cocaine

		heroin

		inhalants

		marijuana

		MDMA

		methamphetamine

		nicotine

		prescription sedatives

		prescription opioids

		prescription stimulants

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)


Mental Health Effects
[image: A paper silhouette of the human head with torn pieces of the brain area duct-taped together.]Image by ©Shutterstock/Lightspring


Chronic use of some drugs can lead to both short- and long-term changes in the brain, which can lead to mental health issues including paranoia, depression, anxiety, aggression, hallucinations, and other problems. 


Many people who are addicted to drugs are also diagnosed with other mental disorders and vice versa. Compared with the general population, people addicted to drugs are roughly twice as likely to suffer from mood and anxiety disorders, with the reverse also true. In 2015, an estimated 43.4 million (17.9 percent) adults ages 18 and older experienced some form of mental illness (other than a developmental or substance use disorder). Of these, 8.1 million had both a substance use disorder and another mental illness.1 Although substance use disorders commonly occur with other mental illnesses, it?s often unclear whether one helped cause the other or if common underlying risk factors contribute to both disorders.


Drugs that can cause mental health problems:


	cocaine

		inhalants

		ketamine

		kratom

		LSD

		marijuana

		MDMA

		methamphetamine

		PCP

		prescription stimulants

		steroids (appearance- and performance-enhancing drugs)


[bookmark: reference]1SAMHSA, Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2014 and 2015.
Death
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Drug-related deaths have more than doubled since 2000. There are more deaths, illness, and disabilities from substance use than from any other preventable health condition. Today, one in four deaths is attributable to alcohol, tobacco, and illicit or prescription drug use. See our Overdose Death Rates webpage for death rates from overdose on certain drugs.
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