
Category Substance of 
Abuse

Health Risks

Tobacco Cigarettes,  
Cigars, Smoke-
less Tobacco

•	 Accounts for about one-third of all cancers, including 90% of lung cancer cases
•	 Causes lung diseases (e.g., chronic bronchitis and emphysema)
•	 Increases risk of heart disease (e.g. stroke, heart attack, vascular disease, 

aneurysms) and linked to leukemia, cataracts, and pneumonia
•	 Increases risk of miscarriage and stillborn, premature, or low birthweight infants 

and associated with learning and behavioral problems in children 
•	 Secondhand smoke increases risk of heart and lung diseases and illnesses

Alcohol Beer, Wine, 
Liquor

•	 Affects every organ in body 
•	 Can damage a developing fetus 
•	 Can impair brain function/ motor skills
•	 Can increase risk of certain cancers, stroke, and liver disease
•	 Harms health, interpersonal relationships, and ability to work

Cannabi-
noids

Marijuana,
Hashish, Hash 
Oil

•	 Distorts perceptions, impairs coordination, affects thinking and problem solving, 
and disrupts learning and memory

•	 Short- and long-term effects, especially on cardiopulmonary and mental health;  
chronic use associated with mental illness and other mental health problems;  
causes respiratory problems similar to those experienced by tobacco smokers

•	 Associated with increased risk of neurobehavioral problems in babies 
•	 Linked to an increased risk of an aggressive type of testicular cancer in young men

Street and 
Prescription

Opiates 

Heroin, Opium, 
Morphine,  
Hydrocodone, 
Oxycodone, 
Codeine, etc.

•	 Prescription opioids (e.g., Vicodin, OxyContin, Percodan, Percocet, Demerol, 
Dilaudid) are used to treat chronic and acute pain. While very effective, these 
drugs are addictive, and in the wrong hands, in the wrong doses, and with a 
non-oral method of administration (e.g., snorting, injecting), they are dangerous.  
Prescription opioids are commonly abused in the United States, and many people 
who ultimately become  addicted to heroin report that the process began with 
prescription opioids. When prescription opioids become too difficult or expensive, 
users switch to heroin because, despite the dangers of variations in quality/
strength,  it is less expensive and easier to obtain. 

•	 Heroin can be snorted, smoked, and injected. Chronic users can experience  
insomnia, constipation, lung complications (e.g., pneumonia and tuberculosis), 
mental disorders (e.g., depression and antisocial personality disorder), among 
others. Men can experience sexual dysfunction and women’s menstrual cycles can 
become irregular. Snorting heroin can damage nasal tissues and can perforate the 
nasal septum (the tissue that separates the nasal passages). Heroin injection use 
can result in scarred and/or collapsed veins, bacterial infections of blood vessels 
and heart valves, abscesses (boils), and other soft-tissue infections. Also, additives 
may clog blood vessels leading to the lungs, liver, kidneys, or brain (causing 
infection or even death of small patches of cells in vital organs) and immune 
reactions can cause arthritis or other problems.  In addition, sharing equipment or 
fluids can lead to hepatitis B and C, HIV, and a host of other blood-borne viruses, 
which drug abusers can then pass on to their sexual partners and children.
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Common Drugs of Abuse—Health Risks

Category Substance of 
Abuse

Health Risks

Stimulants Cocaine, Crack 
Cocaine, Am-
phetamines 
(e.g., Adderal, 
Concerta, Rit-
alin) and Meth-
amphetamine

•	 Cocaine/crack cocaine: Can cause headaches and gastrointestinal complications, 
and/or heart attacks or strokes which may cause sudden death. Can result in 
loss of the sense of smell, nosebleeds, problems with swallowing, hoarseness, 
and a chronically runny nose.  Also can cause severe paranoia, bowel gangrene, 
and allergic reactions, and increased risk of HIV and other blood-borne 
diseases

•	 Abuse of prescription amphetamines: irregular heartbeat, dangerously high body 
temperature, potential for cardiovascular failure or seizures;  snorting and/or 
injecting can lead to anxiety, hostility, paranoia, psychosis, and addiction.

•	 Methamphetamines: addiction, memory loss; weight loss; impaired cognition; 
insomnia, anxiety, irritability, confusion, paranoia, aggression, mood 
disturbances, hallucinations, violent behavior; liver, kidney, lung damage; severe 
dental problems; cardiac and neurological damage; HIV, Hepatitis C

Hallucino-
gens and 
Dissociative 
Drugs

Hallucinogens: 
LSD, Mescaline, 
Psilocybin

Dissociative: 

PCP, Ketamine, 
Salvia, Dextro-
meth-orphan

•	 Hallucinogens:  Due to variations in active compounds, effects are highly variable, 
unreliable, and dangerous, and can include delusions, visual hallucinations, 
altered perceptions, inability to discern fantasy from reality, flashbacks or 
recurrences of certain aspects of the drug experience, alterations of autonomic 
function, motor reflexes, behavior, and perception

•	 Dissociative:  Symptoms may mimic schizophrenia (e.g., delusions, hallucinations, 
paranoia, disordered thinking, and a sensation of distance from one’s 
environment); mood and anxiety disturbances, memory loss, difficulty speaking 
and thinking, depression, and weight loss

Club Drugs MDMA (Ec-
stacy), GHB, 
Flunitrazepam 
(Rohypnol)

•	 MDMA: Mild hallucinogenic effects; increased tactile sensitivity; empathic feelings; 
lowered inhibition; anxiety; chills; sweating; teeth clenching; muscle cramping; 
sleep disturbances; depression; impaired memory; hyperthermia; addiction

•	 GHB: Drowsiness; nausea; headache; disorientation; loss of coordination; memory 
loss, unconsciousness; seizures; coma

•	 Flunitrazepam: Sedation; muscle relaxation; confusion; memory loss; dizziness; 
impaired coordination, addiction

Other Com-
pounds

Anabolic ste-
roids,  
Inhalants (sol-
vents, nitrites, 
laughing gas, 
etc.)

•	 Anabolic Steroids: Hypertension; blood clotting and cholesterol changes; liver 
cysts; hostility and aggression; acne; in adolescents—premature stoppage of 
growth; in males—prostate cancer, reduced sperm production, shrunken testicles, 
breast enlargement; in females—menstrual irregularities, development of beard 
and other masculine characteristics

•	 Inhalants: Cramps; muscle weakness; depression; memory impairment; damage to 
cardiovascular and nervous systems; unconsciousness; sudden death

Prescription 
Drugs

•	 When prescription drugs are abused—that is, either taken by someone other than 
the person they were prescribed for or taken in amounts or manner (e.g., snorted 
instead of swallowed) different than prescribed,  side effects (depending on the 
drug) can be as serious and life-threatening as those described above.

Adapted from materials developed and published by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services (www.samhsa.gov) 
Administration and the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (www.niaaa.nih.gov).
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