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Drugs (psychoactive)

Psychoactive drugs are substances that, when taken in or administered into one's system, affect
mental processes, e.g. perception, consciousness, cognition or mood and emotions. Psychoactive
drugs belong to a broader category of psychoactive substances that include also alcohol and
nicotine.  “Psychoactive” does not necessarily imply dependence-producing, and in common
parlance, the term is often left unstated, as in “drug use”, “substance use” or “substance abuse”.

Production, distribution, sale or non-medical use of many psychoactive drugs is either controlled or
prohibited outside legally sanctioned channels by law. Psychoactive drugs have different degrees of
restriction of availability, depending on their risks to health and therapeutic usefulness, and classified
according to a hierarchy of schedules at both national and international levels. At the international
level, there are international drug conventions concerned with the control of production and
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distribution of psychoactive drugs: the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, amended by a
1972 Protocol; the 1971 Convention on Psychotropic Substances; the 1988 Convention Against Illicit
Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances.
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> 180 thousands
deaths

were directly linked to drug use disorders in 2019

GHE

https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/themes/mortality-and-global-health-estimates/ghe-leading-causes-of-death
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6 August 2021 

Study to prevent deaths from opioid overdose shows promising results

News All →

Departmental news|

Our work

https://www.who.int/news/item/06-08-2021-study-to-prevent-deaths-from-opioid-overdose-shows-promising-results
https://www.who.int/news?healthtopics=68855773-24e6-4eff-9c3f-686a0b1fe16c
https://www.who.int/activities/improving-prevention-and-treatment-for-drug-use-disorders
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Improving prevention and treatment for drug use disorders

4 August 2021

Opioid overdose

Fact sheets

Third WHO Forum on Alcohol, Drugs and Addictive Behaviours (FADAB)

Events

https://www.who.int/activities/improving-prevention-and-treatment-for-drug-use-disorders
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/opioid-overdose
https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/06/22/default-calendar/third-who-forum-on-alcohol-drugs-and-addictive-behaviours-(fadab)
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 22 – 25 June 2021

 18 – 20 December 2019
Meeting of technical experts on public health responses to cannabis use

 27 – 28 June 2019
2nd WHO Forum on alcohol, drugs and addictive behaviours

Multimedia

27 October 2020

Drug overdose: a film about life

3 December 2018

UN Toolkit on Synthetic Drugs

https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/06/22/default-calendar/third-who-forum-on-alcohol-drugs-and-addictive-behaviours-(fadab)
https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2019/12/18/default-calendar/meeting-of-technical-experts-on-public-health-responses-to-public-health-risks-associated-with-cannabis-use-and-cannabis-use-disorders
https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2019/06/27/default-calendar/who-forum-on-alcohol-drugs-and-addictive-behaviours
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Publications

11 November 2016

The health and social effects of nonmedical
cannabis use
Download Read More

18 August 2016

Drug use and road safety: a policy brief

Download Read More

10 October 2016

mhGAP intervention guide for mental, neurological
and substance use disorders in non-specialized
h l h
Download Read More

16 June 2012

The Alcohol, Smoking and Substance involvement
Screening Test (ASSIST): manual for use in primary
Download Read More

Related health topics

Other

Alcohol

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/251056
https://apps.who.int/iris/rest/bitstreams/1065247/retrieve
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/251056
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/249533
https://apps.who.int/iris/rest/bitstreams/1060457/retrieve
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/249533
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/250239
https://apps.who.int/iris/rest/bitstreams/1061290/retrieve
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/250239
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/44320
https://apps.who.int/iris/rest/bitstreams/52736/retrieve
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/44320
https://www.who.int/health-topics/alcohol
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Health and wellbeing

Mental health

Communicable diseases

HIV/AIDS

Physical environment

Road traffic injuries

Substances

Tobacco

Related joint publications

https://www.who.int/health-topics/alcohol
https://www.who.int/health-topics/mental-health
https://www.who.int/health-topics/hiv-aids
https://www.who.int/health-topics/road-safety
https://www.who.int/health-topics/tobacco
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UNODC/WHO International Standards for the Treatment of Drug Use Disorders
Revised edition incorporating results of field-testing

UNESCO/UNODC/WHO publication "Education sector responses to the use of
alcohol, tobacco and drugs"

https://www.who.int/publications-detail/international-standards-for-the-treatment-of-drug-use-disorders
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247509
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UNODC/WHO International Standards on Drug Use Prevention
Second updated edition

UNESCO/UNODC/WHO publication "Treatment and care for people with drug
use disorders in contact with the criminal justice system"
Alternatives to Conviction or Punishment

https://www.unodc.org/documents/prevention/standards_180412.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/UNODC_WHO_Alternatives_to_Conviction_or_Punishment_2018.pdf

