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Years of marijuana use  
may lead to health problems
Long-term marijuana users report more health troubles than those who didn’t use the drug, a 
recent study shows.

The study, published on the National Institute on Drug Abuse website in February, looked at 
nearly 10,000 people who reported using marijuana when they were high school seniors. 

Those in the study first used marijuana between 1976 and 1983. The study looked at their con-
tinued use at two-year intervals through age 30, and at 5-year intervals until they reached 50.

Some of the people in the study stopped using the drug in their 20s, but others continued until 
age 45 or later. No matter how long they used the drug, they reported more recent psychologi-
cal visits and lifetime psychiatric problems at age 50. 

Persistent use was associated with physical illnesses, cognitive difficulties, and lifetime alcohol problems at age 50. 

In addition, many of the users had a higher prevalence of lifetime drug problems, and those who reported longer moderate or heavy use 
were associated with a greater risk for certain health problems.

While the study doesn’t necessarily show that marijuana caused the users’ health problems, it did find that those who reported a longer 
use of the drug also reported higher levels of negative health outcomes. 

Marijuana is currently legal for use in nine states and the District of Columbia, and is used by 8 percent of people in the United States, 
according to the most recent statistics from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health from the U.S. Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration.

As use of the drug becomes more common, more people may continue to use it across their lifespan, noted researcher Yvonne 
Terry-McElrath of the University of Michigan.

“Because of the rapidly changing policy and broader social context related to marijuana use, it is important to continue to examine long-
term use patterns and possible health consequences by following current teens and young adults into middle adulthood,” she said.

The study’s findings should be interpreted with caution, she added. She noted that the study did not include those who did not complete 
high school, or those who graduated in earlier or later years. 

In addition, changing marijuana laws, perceptions of the riskiness of the drug, and the increasing potency of marijuana also bring com-
plications to interpretations of the study’s findings.
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Additional resources
Marijuana

This website from the National Institute on Drug Abuse provides facts about marijuana as well as information on marijuana research.

https://www.drugabuse.gov/drugs-abuse/marijuana

Monitoring the Future

This website provides information about a study that has measured drug and alcohol use and related attitudes among adolescents since 
1975.

https://www.drugabuse.gov/related-topics/trends-statistics/monitoring-future




