
A Guide to Selected Psychoactive Drugs

Drug

Category/

Effect 

on CNS Effect on the brain Pleasurable Effects Adverse Effects

Alcohol Depressant Decreases dopamine levels

Initial high followed by 

relaxation and inhibition

Depression, memory loss, 

organ damage, 

impaired reaction time.  Can result in respiratory 

depression and death at high doses.

Opiates 

(Heroin, 

morphine) Depressant Inhibits neural arousal centers

Rush of euphoria, 

relief from pain

Depressed physiology, lethargy, constricted 

pupils, slowed breathing, agonizing 

withdrawl, death.  Ex:  Seconal, Nebutal

Barbituates

(tranquilizers) Depressant Inhibits neural arousal centers

Induces sleep, 

reduces anxiety

impaired memory/judgement.  Potentially 

lethal when taken with alcohol due to 

severe depression of CNS.  Ex:  Xanax, Valium

Caffeine Stimulant

Accelerates heart rate, constricts 

blood vessels.

Incresased alertness and 

wakefulness

Anxiety, restlessness, insomia in high doses

uncomfortable withdrawl

Amphetamines Stimulant

Incresases body temp/HR; 

increases production of dopamine

and norepinephrine

Euphoria, alertness,

energy Irritability, insomnia, hypertension, seizures

Cocaine Stimulant

Stimulates HR/BP; increases 

sopamine, serotonin and release

of norepinephrine

Rush of euphoria, energy,

confidence

Cardiovascular stress, suspiciousness, crash

of depression

Nicotine Stimulant

Stimulates acetylcholine (Ach) 

transmission

Arousal and relaxation, 

sense of well-being Heart disease, cancer (from tars.)
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LSD/MDMA 

(Ecstacy)

Stimulant / 

Mild 

Hallucinogen

increase serotonin, but inhibit the 

rapid firing of neurons 

containing serotonin.

Euphoria, sensory 

synaesthesia

Panic, resulting from unpleasant or terrifying

perceptual alterations.  Paranoia, sleeplessness, 

itching

Marijuana

Stimulant / 

Mild 

Hallucinogen

Increases production of dopamine

inhibits neural transmission

Enhanced sensation, 

relief of pain, relaxation, 

distortion of time

Impaired learning and memory, increased

risk of psychological disorders, lung damage

from smoke.

Dependence:  when an individual continues using a drug despite overarching negative consequences in order to avoid unpleasant 

physical and / or psychological feelings associated with not taking it.

Tolerance:  A tolerance has been developed when increasingly larger doses are needed to in order for the same effect to occur.  It is 

possible to develop tolerance without becoming dependent.  (Regular marijuana users may acquire a high with smaller amounts of the 

drug due to the fact that THC may stay in one's system for a month or more.  This is contrary to the usual tolerance phenomenon.)

Withdrawl:  Process of wearing off a drug that one has become dependent upon; this often involves physical and psychological symptoms

of a highly unpleasant nature.  It may be said that those who are dependent on drugs are, among other things, avoiding withdrawl

symptoms.


