Marijuana
Marijuana is the most commonly abused illicit drug in the United
States. It is a dry, shredded green and brown mix of flowers, stems,
seeds, and leaves derived from the hemp plant Cannabis sativa. The
main active chemical in marijuana is delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol,
or THC for short.
How is Marijuana Abused?
Marijuana is usually smoked as a cigarette (joint) or in a pipe. It is
also smoked in blunts, which are cigars that have been emptied of
tobacco and refilled with a mixture of marijuana and tobacco. This mode of delivery combines
marijuana's active ingredients with nicotine and other harmful chemicals. Marijuana can also be mixed in
food or brewed as a tea. As a more concentrated, resinous form, it is called hashish; and as a sticky black
liquid, hash oil. Marijuana smoke has a pungent and distinctive, usually sweet-and-sour odor.
How Does Marijuana Affect the Brain?
Scientists have learned a great deal about how THC acts in the brain to produce its many effects. Not
surprisingly, marijuana intoxication can cause distorted perceptions, impaired coordination, difficulty
with thinking and problem solving, and problems with learning and memory. Research has shown that, in
chronic users, marijuana's adverse impact on learning and memory can last for days or weeks after the
acute effects of the drug wear off. As a result, someone who smokes marijuana every day may be
functioning at a suboptimal intellectual level all of the time.
Addictive Potential
Long-term marijuana abuse can lead to addiction; that is, compulsive drug seeking and abuse despite the
known harmful effects upon functioning in the context of family, school, work, and recreational activities.
Estimates from research suggest that about 9 percent of users become addicted to marijuana; this number
increases among those who start young (to about 17 percent) and among daily users (25-50 percent).
Effects on Daily Life
Research clearly demonstrates that marijuana has the potential to cause problems in daily life or make a
person's existing problems worse. In one study, heavy marijuana abusers reported that the drug impaired
several important measures of life achievement, including physical and mental health, cognitive abilities,
social life, and career status. Several studies associate workers' marijuana smoking with increased
absences, tardiness, accidents, workers' compensation claims, and job turnover.
How Widespread is Marijuana Abuse?
According to the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, in 2009, 16.7 million Americans aged 12 or
older used marijuana at least once in the month prior to being surveyed, an increase over the rates
reported in all years between 2002 and 2008. There was also a significant increase among youth aged 1217, with current use up from 6.7 percent in 2008 to 7.3 percent in 2009, although this rate is lower than
what was reported in 2002 (8.2 percent).
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