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One of the most common teen 
activities 

 
Marijuana refers to the dried leaves, flowers, stems, and 
seeds from the hemp plant, Cannabis sativa. The plant 
contains the mind-altering chemical delta-9-
tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and other related 
compounds. Extracts with high amounts of THC can also 
be made from the cannabis plant (see "Marijuana 
Extracts"). 
 
Marijuana is the most commonly used illicit drug in the world. Its use is 
widespread among young people. According to a yearly survey of middle and 
high school students, rates of marijuana use have steadied in the past few years 
after several years of increase.  
 
How does marijuana affect the brain? 
 
Marijuana has both short- and long-term effects on the brain. 
THC acts on numerous areas (in yellow) in the brain. 
Image by NIDA 
 
Short-term effects 
 
When a person smokes marijuana, THC quickly passes from the lungs into the bloodstream. The blood carries 
the chemical to the brain and other organs throughout the body. The body absorbs THC more slowly when the 
person eats or drinks it. In that case, the user generally feels the effects after 30 minutes to 1 hour. THC acts 
on specific brain cell receptors that ordinarily react to natural THC-like chemicals in the brain. These natural 
chemicals play a role in normal brain development and function. 
 
Marijuana overactivates parts of the brain that contain the highest number of these receptors. This causes the 
"high" that users feel. Other effects include: 
 altered senses (for example, seeing brighter colors) 
 altered sense of time 
 changes in mood 
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 impaired body movement 
 difficulty with thinking and problem-solving 
 impaired memory 
 
Long-term effects 
 
Marijuana also affects brain development. When marijuana users begin using as teenagers, the drug may 
reduce thinking, memory, and learning functions and affect how the brain builds connections between the 
areas necessary for these functions. Marijuana’s effects on these abilities may last a long time or even be 
permanent. 
 
A Rise in Marijuana’s THC Levels  -  The amount of THC in marijuana has been increasing steadily over the past 
few decades. For a new user, this may mean exposure to higher THC levels with a greater chance of a harmful 
reaction. Higher THC levels may explain the rise in emergency room visits involving marijuana use. The 
popularity of edibles also increases the chance of users having harmful reactions. Edibles take longer to digest 
and produce a high. Therefore, people may consume more to feel the effects faster, leading to dangerous 
results. 
 
Marijuana use may have a wide range of effects, both physical and mental. 
 
Physical effects 
 
 Breathing problems. Marijuana smoke irritates the lungs, and frequent marijuana smokers can have the 

same breathing problems that tobacco smokers have. These problems include daily cough and phlegm, 
more frequent lung illness, and a higher risk of lung infections. Researchers still do not know whether 
marijuana smokers have a higher risk for lung cancer. 

 
 Increased heart rate. Marijuana raises heart rate for up to 3 hours after smoking. This effect may increase 

the chance of heart attack. Older people and those with heart problems may be at higher risk 
 
 Problems with child development during and after pregnancy. Marijuana use during pregnancy is linked 

to increased risk of both brain and behavioral problems in babies. If a pregnant woman uses marijuana, the 
drug may affect certain developing parts of the fetus’s brain. Resulting challenges for the child may include 
problems with attention, memory, and problem-solving. Additionally, some research suggests that 
moderate amounts of THC are excreted into the breast milk of nursing mothers. The effects on a baby’s 
developing brain are still unknown. 
 

Mental effects 
 
Long-term marijuana use has been linked to mental illness in 
some users, such as: 
 temporaryhallucinations—sensations and images that seem 

real though they are not 
 temporary paranoia—extreme and unreasonable distrust of 

others 
 worsening symptoms in patients with schizophrenia (a 

severe mental disorder with symptoms such as 
hallucinations, paranoia, and disorganized thinking) 
 
 



 
Marijuana use has also been linked to other mental health problems, such as depression, anxiety, and suicidal 
thoughts among teens. However, study findings have been mixed. 
 
How Does Marijuana Affect a User’s Life? 
 
Compared to nonusers, heavy marijuana users more often report the following: 
 lower life satisfaction 
 poorer mental health 
 poorer physical health 
 more relationship problems 
 
Users also report less academic and career success. For example, marijuana use is linked to a higher likelihood 
of dropping out of school.5 It is also linked to more job absences, accidents, and injuries. 

 

 
 

Is it easy to 
 
If you have used marijuana extensively for a long period of time, you are going to experience some 
withdrawal symptoms. For some individuals the withdrawals are more severe than for others. It depends on 
body chemistry, degree of abuse, and other factors like whether you were using the drug to cover up some 
other problem. For people that us e it to make themselves more comfortable in social situations, they may 
experience extreme discomfort and anxiety coming off the drug.  
 
Similarly individuals that used it for other reasons like appetite boost or to help with insomnia generally will 
experience some sort of a crash while their physiology changes to adapt to life without the drug. 
 
Factors that influence marijuana withdrawal include: 
 
1. Time Span 
 
Did you smoke marijuana for a week? A few months? A year? 5 years? 10 years? 
 
2. Frequency 
 
How often did you smoke marijuana? Was it daily? Twice a day? Thrice a day? All day everyday? 
 
If you smoked marijuana heavily for the past decade and used it at a high frequency (i.e. 3x per day), chances 
are that your withdrawal symptoms are going to be more severe than someone who has only used this 
substance for a few months a couple times per week. In fact the person who only used the drug a couple times 
a week may not experience any withdrawal whatsoever, while the individual that was addicted for 10 years 
may not be able to cope without the drug. 
 
Marijuana Withdrawal Symptoms: 
 
 Anxiety – You may feel more anxious in social situations and develop some sort of generalized anxiety. This 

is the exact opposite of how relaxed you felt while using the drug – your brain is trying to compensate for 
the chemicals it received while you used marijuana. 
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 Appetite changes – If marijuana helped boost your appetite, you may not feel hungry at all while coming 
off of the drug. In some cases, people actually feel hungrier coming off marijuana – it totally depends on 
the case. 

 Cramps – Some people notice stomach cramps and digestion problems. Others may feel achy. 
 Cravings (for marijuana) – At some point in time, most people will experience a craving to use marijuana 

again. This is because you stimulated your brains pleasure center and kept feeding it chemicals to make 
you feel good. It wants its fix, and knows marijuana makes you feel good, so you will likely crave the drug. 

 Depersonalization – You may feel like you are not the same person or are going crazy. This is usually a 
result of intense anxiety. You may have never felt this way before; your brain chemistry has been thrown 
out of whack. 

 Depression – Many people experience some sort of depressive symptoms when coming off of the drug. 
You may feel sad and as though you have lost all zest for life. 

 Dizziness – Some individuals report feeling dizzy. Try not to lose your cool if this is happening, just accept it 
as a symptom. 

 Headaches – Another common withdrawal symptom is that of headaches. 
 Insomnia – Not being able to sleep at night is a problem, but one that you need to tackle head on. Try 

learning some relaxation techniques or getting more exercise during the day to help tire yourself out at 
night. 

 Irritability – You may experience anger or frustration with the world when coming off of the drug. No one 
wants to get mad at little things, but this will eventually pass with enough time. 

 Mood swings – Some people experience extreme changes in mood when trying to quit this drug. You may 
feel alright one minute and then raging mad or depressed the next. 

 Nausea – Feeling nauseated, especially before, during, or after eating is common. 
 Sleep disturbances – You may experience crazy vivid dreams or have disrupted sleep where you wake up in 

the middle of the night. 
 Sweating – Some people end up sweating more than they normally would during withdrawal. 

 
Note: It is known that marijuana stays in your system along with cannabinoid metabolites for between 4 to 21 
days after your final ingestion.  Some speculate that once the THC and cannabinoids are fully excreted, 
discontinuation symptoms become more prominent. 
 

Other severe The Consequences of Marijuana Use  
 

Significant brain abnormalities were found in 18 to 25 year olds 
who smoked marijuana at least once a week.  
 
The abnormalities were in the emotion and reward centers of 
the brain. This suggests that even casual marijuana use can 
increase the chance of developing other addictions later on, and 
may affect people’s ability to feel and deal with emotions. 
 
Marijuana is neurotoxic to the adolescent brain.  
 
One study followed over 1,000 individuals who began using marijuana as adolescents. The study compared 
their IQ at 13 and 38 years old. During this period IQ would normally remain stable or slightly increase. But for 
regular marijuana users their IQ declined by 6 point on average. Furthermore, stopping marijuana use did not 
fully restore the damage. The authors conclude that marijuana is neurotoxic to the adolescent brain. 
 
 
 



Marijuana users are 4 times more likely to develop depression.  
 
One study looked at 1,920 people, and followed them for 16 years. It discovered that people who smoked 
marijuana were 4 times more likely to develop depression. 
 
Another study looked at 1601 students aged 14-15 and followed them for seven years. Approximately 60% of 
the students had used marijuana by the age of 20, and 7% had become daily users. The young women of the 
group who were daily users had a five time greater chance of developing depression. 
 
Marijuana almost triples the chance of developing psychotic symptoms.  
 
A 3-year study followed 4,045 psychosis-free people. It came to the conclusion that marijuana smokers are 
three times more likely to develop psychotic symptoms (including manic-depression) than non-smokers. 

 
Post-acute withdrawal.  
 
There are two stages of withdrawal. The first stage is the acute stage, which usually lasts at most a few 
weeks. During this stage, you may experience physical withdrawal symptoms. But every drug is different, and 
every person is different.  
 
The second stage of withdrawal is called the Post Acute Withdrawal Syndrome (PAWS). During this stage you'll 
have fewer physical symptoms, but more emotional and psychological withdrawal symptoms. Post-acute 
withdrawal occurs because your brain chemistry is gradually returning to normal. As your brain improves the 
levels of your brain chemicals fluctuate as they approach the new equilibrium causing post-acute withdrawal 
symptoms.  
 
Most people experience some post-acute withdrawal symptoms. Whereas in the acute stage of withdrawal 
every person is different, in post-acute withdrawal most people have the same symptoms.  
 
The Symptoms of Post-Acute Withdrawal  
The most common post-acute withdrawal symptoms are: 
 Mood swings 
 Anxiety 
 Irritability 
 Tiredness 
 Variable energy 
 Low enthusiasm 
 Variable concentration 
 Disturbed sleep 
 
Post-acute withdrawal feels like a rollercoaster of symptoms. In the beginning, your symptoms will change 
minute to minute and hour to hour. Later as you recover further they will disappear for a few weeks or 
months only to return again. As you continue to recover the good stretches will get longer and longer. But the 
bad periods of post-acute withdrawal can be just as intense and last just as long. 
 
Each post-acute withdrawal episode usually last for a few days. Once you've been in recovery for a while, 
you will find that each post-acute withdrawal episode usually lasts for a few days. There is no obvious trigger 
for most episodes. You will wake up one day feeling irritable and have low energy. If you hang on for just a few 
days, it will lift just as quickly as it started. After a while you'll develop confidence that you can get through 
post-acute withdrawal, because you'll know that each episode is time limited.  



 
Post-acute withdrawal usually lasts for 2 years. This is one of the most important things you need to 
remember. If you're up for the challenge you can get through this. But if you think that post-acute withdrawal 
will only last for a few months, then you'll get caught off guard, and when you're disappointed you're more 
likely to relapse.   
How to Survive Post-Acute Withdrawal 
 
Be patient. You can't hurry recovery. But you can get through it one day at a time. If you resent post-acute 
withdrawal, or try to bulldoze your way through it, you will become exhausted. And when you're exhausted 
you will think of using to escape. Post-acute withdrawal symptoms are a sign that your brain is recovering. 
Therefore don't resent them. But remember, even after one year, you are still only half way there. 
 
Go with the flow. Withdrawal symptoms are uncomfortable. But the more you resent them the worse they'll 
seem. You'll have lots of good days over the next two years. Enjoy them. You'll also have lots of bad days. On 
those days, don't try to do too much. Take care of yourself, focus on your recovery, and you'll get through this. 
 
Practice self-care. Give yourself lots of little breaks over the next two years. Tell yourself "what I am doing is 
enough." Be good to yourself. That is what most addicts can't do, and that's what you must learn in recovery. 
Recovery is the opposite of addiction.  
Sometimes you'll have little energy or enthusiasm for anything. Understand this and don't over book your life. 
Give yourself permission to focus on your recovery. 
 
Post-acute withdrawal can be a trigger for relapse. You'll go for weeks without any withdrawal symptoms, 
and then one day you'll wake up and your withdrawal will hit you like a ton of bricks. You'll have slept badly. 
You'll be in a bad mood. Your energy will be low. And if you're not prepared for it, if you think that post-acute 
withdrawal only lasts for a few months, or if you think that you'll be different and it won't be as bad for you, 
then you'll get caught off guard. But if you know what to expect you can do this. 
 
Being able to relax will help you through post-acute withdrawal. When you're tense you tend to dwell on 
your symptoms and make them worse. When you're relaxed it's easier to not get caught up in them. You 
aren't as triggered by your symptoms which means you're less likely to relapse.  
Remember, every relapse, no matter how small undoes the gains your brain has made during recovery. 
Without abstinence everything will fall apart. With abstinence everything is possible 
  
When will the marijuana withdrawal symptoms subside? 
 
Depending on the length of time and frequency that you used marijuana, time period for withdrawal varies 
from person to person. Most people will notice that they are completely symptom free after 90 days. It also 
depends if you tapered off slowly or just quit one day randomly in “cold turkey” fashion. I think cold turkey is 
the best way to quit, but probably the toughest for your body and brain to re-adjust to normalcy. 
 
Don’t freak out if you don’t return to normal after 3 months of withdrawal. Keep pushing forward and accept 
all of the symptoms that you experience without freaking out. Engaging in healthy activities like socializing, 
exercising, eating healthy foods, and staying busy will help you make it through this difficult time. 
 
Fortunately marijuana withdrawal is easier than many other drugs – so consider yourself lucky. If you aren’t 
able to withdraw on your own or deal with symptoms, you should consider consulting a professional. If 
symptoms are still too extreme to manage, you may want to look into a rehab facility. Most people can quit 
with the help of family and a good social network. 

 



How can I reduce discomfort? 

For some of the milder detoxing symptoms, a few home remedies have proven to be useful: 

 Hot soaking baths can help the emotions as well as the body. 
 Drink plenty of water and clear liquids, just like for the flu. 
 Cranberry juice has been used effectively for years by recovery houses to help purify and cleanse the body. 
 Really excessive sweating can deplete the body of potassium, a necessary mineral. A few foods high in 

potassium are: melons, bananas, citrus fruits, green leafy vegetables, and tomatoes 
 Eliminate fat from the diet until digestion is better. 
 Greatly reduce or eliminate caffeine until the sleep pattern is more normal or the shakes are gone. 
 The old fashioned remedy for insomnia, a glass of warm milk before bedtime, helps some people. 

 Exercise not only helps depression and other unpleasant emotions, it helps the body speed up the healing 

process. 
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Please note that this information must not be used for diagnostic purposes.  Please visit a 
medical professional for a correct diagnosis.  


