
For more information and to find 
an addiction services office near 
you, please call the 24-hour 
Helpline at 1-866-332-2322.
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Steroids

Anabolic-androgenic steroids are a group of 
drugs similar to the male hormone testosterone. 
They have two major effects on the body: 

• anabolic (they build muscles) 
• androgenic (they make you more masculine)

Anabolic steroids are primarily used in veteri-
nary medicine. In humans, doctors prescribe 
steroids to treat people who are slow to reach 
puberty, people with some blood disorders,  
and those with some types of breast cancer. 
Anabolic steroids should not be confused with 
corticosteroids. These are prescribed for asthma 
and other disorders and do not build muscles. 
Although anabolic steroids are banned by 
most professional and amateur sports govern-
ing bodies, many athletes use them to improve 
their performance in sports requiring strength 
and power. These sports include track and field, 
weight lifting and football. Some men also use 
steroids to improve their physical appearance. 
Users take steroids orally or by injection. Many 
athletes take doses 5 to 10 times larger than those 
prescribed medically. Body builders and weight 
lifters may take doses up to 200 times larger. 
Steroid users tend to follow a variety of dosing 
routines. These include cycling (periods of use 
followed by periods of non-use), stacking  
(combining different steroids in different forms), 
and pyramiding (peaking then tapering doses). 
Although selling anabolic steroids for non-
medical use is illegal, they are readily available 
in most gyms. Since most of these steroids come 
from the “black market,” they may be diluted 
with other substances. Some may be toxic. 

Short-term effects
• Steroids can increase your ability to exercise   

by reducing fatigue and increasing motivation. 
When combined with intensive training and 
a nutrition program, steroids can increase lean 
muscle mass and strength. 

• Steroids also cause unpleasant side effects 
like acne, high blood pressure and increased 
cholesterol levels. Users can also have sexual 
problems.

• With high doses, you can feel euphoria,  
aggressiveness and irritability (“roid rage”), 
anxiety, insomnia, depression, mania,  
paranoia, and delirium. 

• Large oral doses can cause stomach ache,  
nausea and vomiting. People who inject  
steroids and share needles risk bacterial and 
viral infections, including hepatitis and HIV,  
the virus that causes AIDS. 

Long-term effects
• Teens using high doses may have their growth 

permanently stunted. 
• Females often experience increased facial and 

body hair, increased clitoris size, reduced breast 
size, irregular periods, deepened voices, and 
male-pattern baldness. Many of these effects 
are irreversible. 

• Males experience shrinking testicles, painful 
enlarged breasts, and decreased sperm count. 
Temporary infertility and difficulty achieving 
an erection are also common. 

• If you take high doses for a long time, you 
risk rupturing tendons. You can develop blood 
clots, stroke, heart disease and heart attacks, 
liver disease and cancer. 

Steroids and addiction
Steroid users do not appear to develop tolerance. 
This means that larger doses are not needed over 
time to achieve the same effects. 
Dependence on steroids does occur. Users can 
experience both physical and psychological 
withdrawal symptoms when they stop taking 
steroids. These include nausea, headache,  
sweating, dizziness, irritability, and depression. 
For more information about drug use  
and sports, contact: 
Sport Medicine Council of Alberta 
11759 Groat Road  
Edmonton, Alberta  T5M 3K6   
Phone: 780-415-0812


