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Methamphetamine 
Basics



What Is Methamphetamine?
Methamphetamine is a long lasting central nervous system stimulant

The mechanism is different from cocaine because it not only blocks the re-
uptake processes from the synapses, but it floods the synapse with excessive 
amounts of dopamine (NIDA)  

Methamphetamine is neurotoxic, resulting in a different type of damage to the 
brain.

With treatment, the key is retention.  The key to methamphetamine retention is 
combined high intensity motivational and reward-stimulated services.  Thatõs 
why treatment courts work so well with them



Methamphetamine Cocaine 

Stimulant Stimulant and local anesthetic 

Man-made Plant-derived 

Smoking produces a long-lasting high Smoking produces a brief high 

50% of the drug is removed from the 

body in 12 hours 

50% of the drug is removed from the 

body in 1 hour 

Increases dopamine release and 

blocks dopamine re-uptake 
Blocks dopamine re-uptake 

Limited medical use for ADHD, 

narcolepsy, and weight loss 

Limited medical use as a local 

anesthetic in some surgical procedures 

NIH, 2019



Methods of Meth Ingestion

Smoking
Swallowing 

a pill

Snorting
Injecting 
dissolved 
powder



Short-Term Effects of Meth

üRapidly releases dopamine

üIntense high

üIncreased wakefulness

üIncreased physical activity

üFaster breathing

üRapid or irregular heartbeat

üIncreased blood pressure and body 
temperature

üStroke

üHeart attack



Long-Term Effects of Meth
üòMeth mouthó

üExtreme weight loss

üIntense itching leading to sores from 
scratching

üAnxiety

üChanges in brain structure and 
function

üConfusion

üMemory loss



More Long-Term Effects of Meth

ÅInsomnia

ÅViolence

ÅParanoia

ÅHallucinations

ÅPsychosis (36.5%-42.7%, 
Ellis et al., 2018)

ÅImpaired judgment

ÅRisk of HIV and Hepatitis 
B and C

ÅDependence

ÅDependence

ÅEmotional problems

ÅCognitive problems

ÅRisk of developing 

Parkinsonõs Disease



Serious physical problems

ÅChronic methamphetamine abuse can result in 

inflammation of the heart lining. 

ÅAmong users who inject the drug, damaged blood 

vessels and skin abscesses. 

ÅSignificant danger of stroke, birth defects.

ÅMalnutrition, dental disease, Hepatitis

ÅWe must advocate and facilitate medical care.



These clients are really physically sick, and their 
brains have been insulted by this drug.
They feel intense shame and hopelessness.



Recognizing Meth Use



Recognizing a Meth Overdose



Recognizing Withdrawal 
from Meth



Devastating physical effects: 
She is 21 years old





Meth Overdoses

Å Meth purity has 
increased from 39% in 
2007 to 97% today 

Å Half of those whose 
deaths involved meth 
also had opioids in their 
systems (The Economist, 

3/19/19)





Psychostimulant 

deaths rose from 547 

in 1999 to 23,837 in 

2020, a 4,400% 

increase (CDC, 2021)



Methamphetamine 
Use in the Past Year 
among Individuals 
Aged 12 or Older, by 
State: Percentages, 
Annual Averages 
Based on 2018 and 
2019 NSDUHs 



Recent data

ü https://www.wsj.com/articles/meth -is-top-drug-in-the-west-for-overdose-deaths-11572024548

ü In the West, Meth OD deaths are #1, East: Fentanyl.  

ü Use is rising among most age groups (CDC)

ü 11/2/19 https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/health/2019/11/02/meth -use-surges-stronger-
cheaper-drugs-imported-mexico/4124765002/

ü By 2019, Native Americans/Alaskan Natives had the highest rates of meth use and 
Methamphetamine Use Disorder (MUD), more than non-Hispanic Caucasians (Han, 2021) 

ü The rate of MUD among Black Americans rose 10X from 2015-2019

ü In 2020, over 2.5 million people had used meth in the past year (Statista, 2022)

ü From 2020-2021, overdose deaths involving meth increased from 24,576 to 32,856 (CDC, 
5/11/2022) 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/meth-is-top-drug-in-the-west-for-overdose-deaths-11572024548
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/health/2019/11/02/meth-use-surges-stronger-cheaper-drugs-imported-mexico/4124765002/


Opioids + Meth
üThe ònext gen speedballó

üEmerging evidence suggests that meth is used to 
obtain a synergistic high or balance the effects of 
opioids, especially fentanyl (Ellis, Kasper, & Cicero, 
2018)

üCombining meth with opioids can create a more 
potent effect than either used alone

üMore than half of meth-involved deaths mix meth with 
opioids (CDC)

üIn 2017-18, Meth was present in 63% of people who 
died of an opioid overdose (Gladden et al., 2019)



No Matter What, Meth Harms



Methamphetamine       
and the Brain



Neural Circuitry of 
Reward System

Present in all animals

Produces pleasure for 
behaviors needed for 
survival:

Eating

Drinking 

Sex

Nurturing 

Robeck, 2013


