
What happens to your brain when you use marijuana?

When marijuana is smoked or vaporized, THC quickly passes from the lungs into the bloodstream, which carries it to organs
throughout the body, including the brain. Its effects begin almost immediately and can last from 1 to 3 hours. Decision making,
concentration, and memory can be affected for days after use, especially in regular users. If marijuana is consumed in foods or
beverages, the effects of THC appear later—usually in 30 minutes to 1 hour—and may last for many hours.

As it enters the brain, THC attaches to cells, or neurons, with specific kinds of receptors called cannabinoid receptors. Normally, these
receptors are activated by chemicals similar to THC that occur naturally in the body. They are part of a communication network in the
brain called the endocannabinoid system. This system is important in normal brain development and function.

Most of the cannabinoid receptors are found in parts of the brain that influence pleasure, memory, thinking, concentration, sensory and
time perception, and coordinated movement. Marijuana activates the endocannabinoid system, which causes the pleasurable feelings
or "high" and stimulates the release of dopamine in the brain's reward centers, reinforcing the behavior. Other effects include changes
in perceptions and mood, lack of coordination, difficulty with thinking and problem solving, and disrupted learning and memory.

Certain parts of the brain have a lot of cannabinoid receptors. These areas are the hippocampus, the cerebellum, the basal ganglia, and
the cerebral cortex. (Learn more about these areas and how THC affects them .) As a result, marijuana affects these functions: 

Learning and memory. The hippocampus plays a critical role in certain types of learning. Disrupting its normal functioning can
lead to problems studying, learning new things, and recalling recent events. Chronic marijuana use disorder, that begins in
adolescence, is associated with a loss of IQ points, as compared with people who don't use marijuana during their teen
years.  However, two recent twin studies suggest that this decline is related to other risk factors (e.g., genetics, family, and
environment), not by marijuana use itself.

Coordination. THC affects the cerebellum, the area of our brain that controls balance and coordination, and the basal ganglia,
another part of the brain that helps control movement. These effects can influence performance in such activities as sports,
driving, and video games.

Judgment. Since THC affects areas of the frontal cortex involved in decision making, using it can make you more likely to engage
in risky behavior, such as unprotected sex or getting in a car with someone who’s been drinking or is high on marijuana.
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