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WHAT IS THE GATEWAY EFFECT?
The term “gateway effect” refers to the possibility that users of one drug, such as marijuana
or alcohol, will subsequently use another drug, such as amphetamines, LSD, or opioids.

WHY MIGHT A GATEWAY EFFECT EXIST?
Two primary mechanisms are postulated as to why there might be a gateway effect. First,
that use of one drug renders the user more susceptible to trying another drug due to
changes in brain chemistry. Second, that users of one drug become part of a peer group
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whose members also use other drugs, which makes use of those other drugs more socially
acceptable and reduces barriers to access to those other drugs.

EVIDENCE FOR A GATEWAY EFFECT FOR MARIJUANA
Longitudinal studies undertaken in the 1970s found that early users of alcohol and tobacco
are more likely subsequently to consume marijuana, and that early users of marijuana are
more likely subsequently to consume other drugs.1 More recent studies of twins indicate
that youths who consume marijuana are two to four times more likely subsequently to use
other drugs.2
However, just because a person who consumes marijuana is more likely subsequently to
consume other drugs does not mean the consumption of marijuana caused that person to
consume the other drug. It is noteworthy that in the same twin studies, early tobacco and
alcohol use were more strongly correlated with subsequent illicit drug use in general than
early marijuana use.3 This suggests that there were likely other factors that led both to the
initial consumption of marijuana (and tobacco and alcohol) and to the subsequent use of
other drugs.
A comprehensive survey by the Institute of Medicine in 1999 observed that "Patterns in
progression of drug use from adolescence to adulthood are strikingly regular. Because it is
the most widely used illicit drug, marijuana is predictably the first illicit drug most people
encounter. Not surprisingly, most users of other illicit drugs have used marijuana first. In
fact, most drug users begin with alcohol and nicotine before marijuana, usually before they
are of legal age."4 The survey authors concluded that "There is no conclusive evidence that
the drug effects of marijuana are causally linked to the subsequent abuse of other illicit
drugs."5
It is possible that chronic marijuana use might have a long-term effect on the chemistry
(and possibly the structure) of users’ brains, such that they become more likely to consume
other drugs. Studies on rats suggest that chronic consumption of the psychoactive
component of marijuana, THC (delta-9 tetrahydrocannabinol), can affect brain chemistry in a
way that may predispose some rats to be more likely to become addicted to opioids.6
However, the effects varied considerably depending on the strain and sex of rat. Given such
wide variation even among rats and given the substantial differences between the brains of
rats and humans, it is not clear whether similar effects occur in humans.
Studies that investigated actual causal linkages between human consumption of marijuana
and subsequent use of other drugs found little evidence of such a link, suggesting that
while chronic marijuana use may affect brain chemistry, it is not an important factor in
determining subsequent use of other drugs.7 Other factors, such as poor education,
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unemployment, unfavorable economic circumstances, being unmarried, and not being a
parent, as well as traumatic events (emotional and/or physical abuse) appear to be the main
reasons people consume opioids and other “hard” drugs.8 Genetic factors also likely play a
role.9
…while chronic marijuana use may affect brain chemistry,
it is not an important factor in determining subsequent use of other drugs

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY?
Given the weak evidence for a causal relationship between youth marijuana use and
subsequent use of other drugs, policymakers should not be overly concerned about the
brain chemistry gateway effect.
However, legalization of marijuana could reduce the extent to which marijuana users are
connected to peers who use and have access to illicit drugs, since such connections will no
longer be necessary to obtain marijuana. So legalization of marijuana might be expected to
reduce any such gateway. This would likely be true even for adolescent users, for whom
access to marijuana would likely be more similar to current access to alcohol, whose
suppliers are not typically involved in the sale of illicit drugs.
Moreover, legalization of marijuana may offer those whose genetic predisposition and
circumstances result in cravings for psychoactive substances a much safer and less addictive
alternative to opioids and other drugs with a greater potential for addiction and harm.

For more on cannabis policy, see reason.org/topics/drugpolicy
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