
HEROIN

CONTINUED OVERLEAF

Information, guidance and advice
What is Heroin? 
Heroin is one of a group of drugs known as “opioids”. Other opioids include opium, morphine, codeine, 

pethidine, oxycodone, buprenorphine and methadone. Heroin and other opioids are depressants.  

Depressants do not necessarily make you feel depressed. Rather, they slow down the activity of the 

central nervous system and messages going to and from the brain and the body. Heroin is known by a 

variety of other names, including: horse, hammer, H, dope, smack, junk, gear and boy.

Physical effects
Heroin produces a ‘rush’ minutes after taking it, leading to a feeling of warmth and contentment. In  

larger doses it can cause the user to feel drowsy and very relaxed. Heroin is also known to greatly  

reduce physical and psychological pain when taken. A central nervous system depressant, heroin  

actually slows down the brain functions, and in particular the control of breathing, which can slow down 

or even stop. At the same time blood pressure and body temperature drops and the heartbeat can  

become irregular.

Problems
SHORT TERM:

• Skin, heart and lung infections

• Increases the risk of blood-borne diseases like hepatitis B, hepatitis C and HIV when sharing   

needles

LONG TERM:

• Constipation

• Irregular periods and infertility in women

• Loss of sex drive in men

• Mood swings

• Depression

• Memory impairment



The risks and problems
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Most heroin is mixed with other substances like glucose, caffeine, sugar and paracetamol,
which can cause the end product to be highly poisonous.

Accidental overdoses are also common, as it is almost impossible for users to tell the purity
of the heroin they are using. Overdoses can also happen if too much heroin is injected or it’s
used in combination with alcohol or other drugs.

Other long-term problems can be a result of other factors, such as the user neglecting their
general health, being affected by drug impurities and contaminants, and the contraction of a
blood-borne virus. Where impurities and contaminants are present in heroin this can lead to
collapsed veins, tetanus, abscesses and damage to the heart, liver, lungs and brain.

Women using heroin while pregnant also face a variety of complications. These can include
problems with foetal development, increased risk of miscarriage or premature birth, babies
being born smaller than average (low birth weight) and the baby can be prone to illness.
When taken, heroin can pass through the placenta into the foetus, with the baby experiencing
heroin withdrawal after birth. If a mother continues to use heroin while breastfeeding, the
drug may be present in breast milk and negatively impact the baby’s health.

Heroin and the law
• Heroin is a Class A drug and is illegal to have,give away or sell.
• Possession can get you up to seven years in jail.
• Supplying someone else,including your friends,can get you life and an unlimited fine. If the 
Police catch you with ecstasy, they’ll always take action.

Dependence on heroin
People who are physically dependent on heroin can develop a tolerance to the drug. This
means more is required to get the same rush, eventually leading to a ‘dose plateau’, where
no amount of the drug is enough. Users can also find that their body has become used to
functioning with the drug present.

People who are psychologically dependent on heroin find that using it becomes far more
important than other activities in their life. They crave the drug and will find it very difficult to
stop using it, or even reduce the amount they use. If a dependent person suddenly stops 
taking heroin, or drastically reduces the amount they use, they will experience withdrawal 
symptoms as their body readjusts to functioning without the drug. Symptoms usually appear 
within a few hours after the last dose, getting stronger and peaking around two to four days 
later.
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Heroin withdrawal symptoms may include:

• a craving for the drug
• restlessness
• low blood pressure
• elevated heart rate
• stomach and leg cramps, muscle spasms
• loss of appetite, vomiting and diarrhoea
• runny nose and watery eyes
• increased irritability
• insomnia
• depression

Withdrawal symptoms usually subside after six to 
seven days, but some symptoms such as
chronic depression, anxiety, insomnia, loss of  
appetite, agitation and a continued craving
for heroin may last for months and even years.

When everything
seems like an  
uphill struggle, 
just think of the 
view from the  
top  ”

“

How do I stay off? 

LIFESTYLE CHANGES
It is often useful to make other changes to your lifestyle in order to be successful in quitting 
Heroin. Think about what you are going to say to your friends that you used with. It might be 
helpful to practice saying things like “I don’t use anymore” or “I’ve given up for good”. Change 
your diet to include healthier food. Set new routines – like increasing exercise. If stress is a 
major issue for you then learn stress management techniques other than getting wasted, or do 
your best to avoid stressful situations. Work hard to improve your relationships. Make efforts to 
meet new people. Try to find new meaning in your life without Heroin. 

ANGER AND FRUSTRATION 
Anger and frustration can lead to strong urges to get wasted. When you feel impulsive and 
frustrated try not to get overwhelmed by urges to use (eg. “I would die for a hit”). It is helpful 
to focus on understanding the feelings until the craving passes. Every craving you survive puts 
you closer to your ultimate long term goal.

AVOIDANCE 
Avoid situations that are likely to cause you to relapse. For example, if going to places where 
people use heroin, it is going to be difficult, try avoiding those places after quitting. 
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ESCAPE 

Take a break from situations where other people are using or even talking about using. A brief walk 

away from the environment or another activity can help you in your quest to give up. 

HAVE SOMEONE LISTEN 

Let someone listen to you when you need to talk about your change in lifestyle without Heroin. Seek 

professional advice/help if required. 

CLEANING UP MY LIFE 

Remove all the things from your home that remind you of Heroin use. Consider how the world 

around you will be a better place if you don’t use. Remind yourself that many people have suc-

cessfully given up and have been able to deal with their problems without Heroin. Be careful not to 

replace it with alcohol or other drugs.

Advice and Getting Help
Getting the correct help and support is crucial to the recovery and success of anyone with issues 

linked to drug and substance misuse. We would advise anyone who is experiencing problems with 

drugs to seek help and support immediately. Involving your GP is strongly advised as your GP has a 

wide variety of services available and can also check to see if you require medical assistance as well 

as therapeutic support. The community and voluntary sector provides excellent services in partner-

ship with statutory care providers. 

Below is a range of info and treatment services available:

    Talk to Frank - https://www.talktofrank.com/

    Drugs.ie - http://www.drugs.ie/

    Addiction NI - http://addictionni.com/

    Drugs and Alcohol NI - https://www.drugsandalcoholni.info/

    Inspire Wellbeing - https://www.inspirewellbeing.org/


