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EXERCISE  
 

 

 

Exercise is defined as "any activity that calls for physical or mental exertion, especially when 

done to enhance fitness." There are two categories of exercise: cardiovascular  

exercise and strength building. Cardiovascular increases pulse rate for a prolonged  

period of time and helps develop the heart/lung system. Strength-building or muscle- 

building exercise increases strength and muscle size with three main types: Isometric,  

isokinetic, and isotonic. Isometric exercise involves muscle contraction but no  

movement of the body part, such as pushing against a wall. Isokinetic   

exercise, or resistance exercise, uses equipment that moves at a fixed  

speed, like pulling or pushing a lever. Weightlifting and nautilus are two 

examples of isotonic exercise, which is resistance training that uses a 

wide range of motion.  
 

 

Benefits  
 

 

Physical  

 

Regular exercise not only strengthens muscles throughout the body (most notably the heart 

and lungs), but also improves general circulation. This improved circulation will  

help reduce blood pressure, which usually slows the heart rate. A slower heart rate  

boosts the body's ability to absorb and use food. When the body uses food more 

efficiently stamina and energy increase while body fat decreases, leading to more  

efficient use of calories. (Most of our calories are burned by muscle tissue, while fat  

burns nothing.) Regular exercise helps slow the aging process, helps us sleep better, and  

improves concentration. Exercise is also believed to improve the calcium content of b on e..  
 

 

Psychological  

 

Exercise provides psychological benefits in addition to the obvious physical benefits.  

Improved appearance frequently leads to a more positive self-image and outlook on life.  

Regular exercise tends to lessen depression and nervous tension, acting as a stress  

reducer or a break from everyday life. Need to release some pent-up anger or stress?  

Working out regularly is a great venue for that. Setting and achieving goals for your 

workouts can lead to a greater sense of accomplishment and self-confidence.  

 

"I felt very good about myself. I felt very safe, very secure. My self-confidence level has tripled 

since I began lifting weights. I had more security and found that all of a sudden I  

could talk to girls. That helped, but I couldn't have been done without lifting and the  

change in my body." Ken  



 
 

 

Social  

 

Through health clubs and peer groups, exercise has been known to provide social  

benefits. Finding a group that enjoys the same physical activities and lifestyle brings a  

sense of belonging, both in the gym and out of it. Health clubs are good places to meet  

people and form friendships, not to mention learn new exercises or techniques and 

providing a healthy form of entertainment.  

 

All of these benefits, however, only apply when used productively. Unfortunately, some 

individuals allow exercising to get out of hand. That is when problems can arise.  
 

 

Problems  
 

 

Image  

 

Health clubs are multi-million dollar industries, spending hundreds of thousands of  

dollars on promotions to entice people to join. The media places a big impact on  

exercise and fitness, but not always in the most helpful ways. Oftentimes, exercise is  

glamorized. Celebrities who are excellent examples of fitness do commercials  

sponsoring health clubs as well as exercise equipment, and  

we've all seen those tabloids that pick out the best and worst  

bodies. Dozens of magazines emphasize different types of  

exercise routines and equipment, often with the goal of how to 

make you look good instead of making you feel healthy. Problems 

arise when the goal of health and wellness is lost,  

and the focus is put on the perfect physical body without  

concern for how it can be achieved. It's easy to get caught up  

in the media's image of fitness (the perfect body) and lose sight of what's realistic or  

obtainable. Some people develop an addiction to exercise, to the point where extreme  

exercise takes priority over common sense. These people are negatively affected by 

exercise (socially, physically, financially, emotionally, and spiritually) yet continue to work 

out to excess. A harmful cycle begins, affecting not just the exercise addict but those 

around him as exercising becomes consuming.  

 

"I found the goals I set for myself were very unrealistic; they were goals that I was  

physically unable to reach and I felt depression and aggression." Ken  

 

"I didn't really have goals, I just worked out with what I felt was comfortable and  

pushing my body to the limit." Bill  



 

ADDICTION  
 

 

Progression  

 

Exercise addiction affects almost all areas of the addict’s life, as a once healthy pursuit  

becomes a consuming and destructive cycle. The progression of exercise addiction has a 

severe impact on a person's well-being, and addicts often find themselves bedeviled by  

a sense of inadequacy and loss of control over their lives. When we start working out,  

we usually start off with some goal, such as becoming healthier, losing weight, or getting  

In better shape. Building muscles for sports or appearance, or decreasing tension are  

also examples of reasonable goals of exercise. We establish regular routines with these goals 

in mind and schedule regular workout days and times. We meet others who share our goals. 

We follow our routines. Most of us are able to stay within the range of normal  

activity and still get the full health benefits of exercise. It is once these regular routines move 

into extremes that exercise addiction becomes a very real problem.  
 

 

Extremes  

 

Exercise addicts start off with regular routines, but progression can be quick. The addict starts 

with extremes in thinking: If positives results can come from one-hour workouts, two-hour 

workouts will provide twice the results. They begin to think twice as much is  

Twice as good, and spend more time and energy on the workouts with a focus on the  

end result. A healthier workout routine should focus on the process. As soon as an addict 

meets a goal, he or she will often form a new goal that is more extreme and  

harder to achieve. This new goal may also be vague, leaving the addict to keep pushing 

without a clear sense of accomplishment. Since one of the positive benefits of working  

out is a feeling of temporary release from problems and stress, the  

addict begins to see exercise as a form of escape. When this  

happens, they learn to run from problems through exercise instead  

of solving them. It becomes easier to deal with physical pain than 

emotional pain. When problems increase, workout time increases.  



 
 

Symptoms of Exercise Addiction  
 

 

Physical Pain  

 

Unless we are in a coma or cocoon, we will experience some degree of pain in our lives.  

Pain is part of life, a part of growing, and can be a good thing. It can and does warn us  

when something is wrong. For example, if it were not for pain, we wouldn't pull our  

hand out of a fire in time to avoid being burnt. Pain is a natural part of working out due to the 

stimulation of muscles, which grow as a result of this stimulation. This pain does not mean 

that something is wrong, just that something is different. Constant or acute  

pain, however, indicates that something is wrong and we need medical attention. When  

exercise becomes an addictive behavior, addicts ignore constant or  

acute pain and continue workouts. Injured areas are wrapped in  

bandages and they delay seeing a doctor because the doctor might  

tell them to stop for a while. Even though their bodies need this rest to 

heal, they don't want breaks in their routines.  

 

"The problem before was… I'd work out when it was time to rest. I  

was over-training, and that's where the injuries come in." Jay  
 

 

Emotional Pain  

 

An exercise addict also looks to exercise to avoid dealing with emotional pain, using  

exercise to block out undesirable thoughts and feelings. It may be easier to escape to a  

different world through exercise than to deal with a painful personal issue. This is all part 

of the life process.  

 

The addict replaces internal feelings of pain with a focus on outward appearances. The result 

is someone who looks good but is out of touch with his or her feelings. But when  

we build up our bodies and ignore our psychological and spiritual growth, issues stay 

unresolved.  

 

"What types of feelings did I have over working out? Well, pretty arrogant, superficial  

feelings, or superficial thoughts. I find I really wasn't in touch with my own mind, my  

body, my muscles at this time. My reasons…were strictly because I wanted to look good,  

and I wanted to feel good, yet I don't feel I was accomplishing this." Jay  



 
 

 

Obsession  

 

Obsession with working out can be measured in many ways: increased time spent on  

workouts; more money spent on workout aids and supplements (vitamins, clothes,  

equipment, liquid supplements); thoughts and conversations centered on exercise and 

working out.  
 

 

Exercise addicts' discussions begin to center around the obsession, and they surround  

themselves with others who understand where they are at. Exercise, workouts, and how  

they did in their routines are the topics of conversation inside the gym and out  

establishing peer pressure and encouraging them to try harder. If a workout partner is  

involved, they worry about missing a session and letting the workout partner down,  

which creates a sense of obligation. The partner or group of people they work out with 

strengthens these feelings by talking about the commitment.  

 

Some of forms of exercise, like jogging, are more solitary. There are individuals who  

prefer working out by themselves. In cases like these, the obsession remains there, but is 

more internally driven.  

 

"I had a workout partner who was a friend from high school. He played college football,  

and was a bodybuilder. He helped me push it to the limit. I really think he had a major  

effect on my lifting." Bill  

 

Preoccupation over workouts presents itself in other ways. More time and energy are 

invested in workouts with an increase of time spent in the gym. Loved ones may start  

expressing concern over the length and time spent in workouts, causing frustration and 

resentment. Since workouts mean so much to the addict, they may feel threatened by  

any demands for social and family time that will decrease gym time. Addicts become  

defensive when confronted by family members. Excuses are 

made to put in more time at the gym or workout, making up for 

any time lost.  

 

Exercise begins to take more control of an addict's life.  

Exercise becomes more important than family, friends, or  

work, with problems like arriving late for work or other  

activities due to workouts or doing one more set or a few  

more miles. They may even find one workout a day isn't  

enough to fit everything in.  



 
Rituals  

 

Another symptom of exercise addiction appears in rituals and routines. They become  

quite rigid in their routines and find it increasingly uncomfortable to change them.  

Addicts can adjust if forced to, but fight anything that interferes with their routines. They 

also resent being asked to deviate from their routines.  

 

"I generally put my exercise ahead of my family. I would work out and then be late for  

family functions." Anonymous  
 

 

Guilt and Depression  

 

Working out becomes less a matter of fun and fitness for the addict and more an 

obligation. The individual argues more and more with loved ones about choosing  

exercise over personal relationships. They measure the quality of their lives by the 

quality of their workouts, feeling guilty over missed workouts or poor performance.  

There's no such thing as half speed for exercise addicts—it's all or nothing. They may become 

depressed if they don't meet goals, and those goals become less clear. Earlier goals may 

have been established (firming up, losing 10 pounds) have been replaced by  

unrealistic goals or unclear goals. The addict may feel more compelled to work out 

without a clear concept of what they hope to achieve.  

 

"Back then, if I had missed a workout, I felt really guilty. I felt kind of like a slouch, so I  

tried pretty much to keep up with what the schedule was." Bill  

 

"When I didn't keep up I felt pretty guilty. I felt like I had no discipline. I felt down on  

myself." Jay  

 

Exercise addicts have an overwhelming desire to be perfect, and  

anything short of that is not acceptable. This leads them to experience  

depression and guilt. When they fall short of their desired goals, they  

feel guilty and ashamed. When they don't meet the high standards  

they set for themselves they push even harder, setting up a destructive  

cycle. Spiritual bankruptcy is common in this no-win situation. When  

addicts are in the active phase of exercise addiction they are very 

demanding of themselves, and can become abusive. They become  

their own worst critics, pushing themselves even harder to try to make  

up for missed workouts or "subpar" performance by setting even more unrealistic goals.  

This becomes a cycle: The more they miss their goals, the guiltier they feel and the  

harder they try. As the goals become more unrealistic, they become more depressed at not 

being able to reach them.  



 
 

 

Illness  

 

Exercise addicts often have physical problems other than injuries. The stress of constant  

exercise lowers the body's natural resistance to infections and colds, which leaves 

exercise addicts plagued with colds, disturbed sleep patterns, and chronic fatigue.  

Women who work out excessively risk disrupting their menstrual cycles, which often  

causes the female body to react as if in menopause. This shift can result in calcium 

deficiency and dangerous dips in bone density.  
 

 

Eating Disorders  

 

Health experts now commonly see the exercise/food addict link. This cross-addiction  

occurs when exercise is used as part of the purging process. A food/exercise addict may  

go on an eating binge and use exercise to offset the food. This can trigger a regular  

pattern of binge-eating and purging. Using exercise, a more accepted means of weight  

control, to purge may cause less shame and guilt than using vomiting as the purging 

process. Some food/exercise addicts use a combination of exercise and vomiting to  

purge. This method of weight control is very destructive and is basically self-defeating since 

exercise will be cut back as the body becomes weaker from the stress of binging and purging.  
 

 

Distorted Body Image  

 

A distorted body image is common among exercise and food addicts, as exercise addicts are 

keenly aware of their bodies and appearance. They constantly measure their bodies  

to check on progress, and they obsess with how they look and frequently pose or  

evaluate themselves in front of a mirror. However, they don't see themselves as others  

see them, and are often unhappy about how they look. They may use fad diets to  

increase or decrease weight. Body image becomes distorted; waists are never small 

enough or arms big enough. This gives them an excuse to push themselves harder to 

achieve the body image they want. The results will always fall short of goals.  
 

 

D e n ia l  

 

Ego plays a big part in the addictive process. Exercise Addicts like to feel  

that they are in control of their lives. Sometimes it's hard to accept 

shortcomings and for them to see themselves as they truly are—human.  

To avoid dealing with the painful reality of addiction, they deny and  

rationalize behaviors. They deny there is a problem or anything  

abnormal about their exercise obsession. They convince themselves  

there is no problem, and try to convince friends and family there is nothing                   

wrong with their workout habits. They become afraid. It's too difficult to admit they've lost 

control over exercise, that their lives have become unmanageable. They like to think they 

have control, but as exercise addicts, they have lost control.  
 

 

 

 

 



Financial Distress  
 

 

Addiction affects finances, too. Stretching workouts longer may interfere with work,  

causing an addict to lose work time because of injury or illness. They may over-spend on  

workout equipment, health clubs, workout aids (vitamins, protein, etc.) and special 

clothing. This affects their financial health.  
 

 

Aids to enhance workouts  

 

Before talking about recovery, it's important to look at the use of artificial aids in  

exercise. Due to a strong competitive drive, addicts don't easily accept subpar  

performance. It then becomes difficult for them to accept their humanness; that they  

make mistakes and are not always able to function at 100% efficiency. So they may  

begin to use artificial aids in their workout routines. There is real danger of becoming 

addicted to these drugs, whether they're over-the-counter aids, prescriptions, or even street 

drugs. The drugs put a greater demand on already overstressed bodies.  
 

 

Exercise Withdrawal  

 

The road to recovery may be bumpy for exercise addicts. Getting past their denial,  

which may be fueled by society's views and perceptions of exercise, is the first step.  

Exercise is considered a good thing—a healthy activity—but as exercise addicts have lost  

control of this activity, it is no longer healthy. They need to come to terms with their  

  

disruption of workout routines. When they suddenly stop exercising, symptoms of 

withdrawal: depression, anxiety, listlessness, confusion, irritability, and decreased  

energy are common. They've become used to using exercise as an escape. There is no quick 

fix - running to the gym or jogging a few miles - when things get tense.  

 

"When I quit lifting the feeling was almost as if I had a cold or something. I felt cranky. I  

felt out of place. I was out of touch as if I were irritable. I didn't deal with problems as  

well as I did when I was lifting, almost as if I was addicted to the drug release during  

lifting." Anonymous  

 

"I was extremely uneasy, extremely. I found myself pacing. I found my eating habits  

deteriorating. I felt I was out of place at all times." Ken  



 
 

 

History of performance enhancers  

 

The use of aids to enhance athletic performance is not new. Athletes of ancient Greece  

were said to have used performance enhancers. Wrestlers  

often ate up to ten pounds of lamb a day, and distance  

runners believed sesame seeds increased their endurance  

and ate them as they ran. Others drank a mixture of  

strychnine (a stimulant in small doses-a poison when taken  

in larger quantities) and wine. The first drug-related death of  

a competitive athlete was a cyclist in 1886 that died from taking 

a mixture of heroin and cocaine (speedball). In the late 19th 

century, caffeine and alcohol, nitroglycerin, ethyl  

ether, strychnine, and opium were popular drugs used to enhance athletic performance.  

Amphetamines were popular in the 50's. Present-day athletes seem to prefer steroids as 

their drug of choice.  
 

 

Steroids  

 

The discussion of exercise addiction would not be complete without an explanation of  

steroids and the part they play in the lives of many exercise addicts. Steroids are  

becoming increasingly popular in exercise circles, and are used for muscle gain and  

maximizing exercise routines. Once common only in professional sports, steroids are  

becoming more common in non-professional exercise areas as well. Men, women, and  

teenagers of both sexes are increasingly using steroids. Because of the complexity of 

steroid use, it needs to be addressed it in detail.  

 

"I decided I was going to get seriously back into it, and wanted to get back the size I felt I  

had cheated myself out of what nature cheated me out of." Ken  

 

"I took steroids to help me because during workouts, I was at a standstill and I wanted to  

get over that. I wanted to become bigger and stronger because at the time I was  

pursuing bodybuilding." Anonymous  
 

 

About Steroids  

 

There are medical applications for steroids: They are useful for treating malnutrition,  

anemia, and skeletal problems, and to counter the negative effects of radiation and  

chemotherapy. Adolescent boys with delayed development can be treated effectively  

with low dosages of steroids. Steroids have also been used to treat burn victims.  

 

Steroids are natural compounds found in the bodies of animals (including humans).  

Generally these compounds include the sex hormones and certain acids found in bile.  



Natural steroids contribute to the growth of an animal and help determine the degree of 

gender-related characteristics the animal exhibits.  

Steroids research goes back as far as 1927 when an organic chemist collected several tons 

of bull testicles ground them and mixed them with chemicals. This mixture was then 

injected into test animals. It produced highly aggressive behavior.  

 

The first synthetic steroid was produced in 1935 by a Yugoslavian chemist. During  

World War II. Adolph Hitler reportedly gave synthetic steroids to his troops to make  

them fiercer in battle (The 1927 tests proved that steroids increase aggressive  

  

behavior). After the war, steroids were given to survivors of the concentration camps to help 

restore tissue lost through prolonged periods of starvation.  

 

Steroids first found their way into competitive sports during the 1952 summer Olympics.  

The Russian weightlifting team, which won many medals during this competition, was  

reportedly using straight testosterone. In the 1956 World  

Games, an American team doctor discovered the Russians' 

secret. Upon his return to the U.S., he tested it on himself  

and other weightlifters in an effort to see how well it 

worked. He became frightened by the side effects of  

straight testosterone and enlisted the aid of a  

pharmaceutical company to develop a safe mixture.  

Athletes at a weight-lifting club were given low dosages of  

this steroid and closely supervised. The doctor became  

concerned when athletes began taking the steroids in                        

much higher doses than he prescribed. The 

experiments were discontinued, but when word spread, 

the popularity of the drug soared.  

 

Steroid use was formerly confined mainly to weightlifters but now swimmers, football  

players, track and field athletes, and even bobsledders have been known to use  

steroids. Steroids are also gaining in popularity among people who just want to look good. 

Recent studies have found that 6.6% of male high-school seniors- as many as  

500,000 nationwide- use or have used anabolic steroids, and more than two thirds of them 

started using steroids when they were 16 or younger. Many news reports have  

been published about Olympic and NCAA athletes testing positive for steroid use.  

Users rationalize their use with a win-at-all-costs mentality, meaning they feel the risks  

of steroids are worth the chance of winning a contest, even if it means death in the near  

future. What they don't realize is that steroid abuse can lead to permanent physical  

problems that are disabling and painful. In addition, steroids users rarely consider the 

effects of steroid use on family and friends.  



 

Types  

 

Corticosteroids, or steroids naturally produced by the adrenal glands, control many of  

the body's biological processes including the production of sex hormones by female ovaries 

(estrogen, progesterone) and male testes (testosterone). These steroids are  

legitimately used to treat a number of disorders including asthma, arthritis, certain  

types of cancer, and injuries involving inflammation (a treatment for many athletes).  

  

Cortisone steroids are a class of steroid hormones that the adrenal cortex produces that can 

be used in a variety of conditions ranging from the treatment of brain tumors to skin diseases. 

They have no muscle enhancing abilities.  

 

Anabolic steroids are synthesized to act in a manner similar to testosterone. They do not 

create muscles by themselves, but set the stage by enhancing the body's ability to 

synthesize protein. In fact, much of the weight or size gain on anabolic steroid users is 

caused by water retention.  
 

 

How they work  

 

Use of anabolic steroids causes water retention, increased blood volume, and increased  

weight in many people. Steroids are believed to stimulate protein productions, the  

process that builds bigger muscles. Some athletes think steroids  

help in their training, as they increase aggressiveness. Steroids also speed 

up recovery time after strenuous workouts by counteracting  

normal fatigue byproducts (lactic acid) and delaying the nervous  

system reaction that triggers the feeling of fatigue. Steroids increase the 

capacity of the circulatory system and heart, which increases the efficiency 

of materials in the bloodstream, such as oxygen.  

However, there are no reports of steroid use increasing aerobic  

capacity. They may indirectly help athletes by increasing strength which 

would improve training.  
 

 

Methods of use  

 

There are two different ways anabolic steroids are classified: oral, or tablets to be  

swallowed, and parenteral, or liquid placed directly into the muscle. Steroid users often 

develop intricate dosage rituals and routines, such as the "stack and pyramid" regime.  

Stacking refers to using two or more steroids at the same time (often injectable and  

orals together) to get multiple effects. Pyramiding is starting at a low dose and building  

to a higher dose over a period of weeks before tapering the amount gradually before 

stopping altogether.  



  

 

Another method of steroid use called "staggering" avoids the plateau of stacked drugs  

by stopping one drug and starting another. Steroid users may switch off with these 

techniques depending on the event or activity they are using it to train for.  
 

 

Dangers of Steroid Use  

 

Determining effects of prolonged steroid use on the body  

has been difficult, as lab studies of steroid effects are all but 

impossible. Because it is unethical (not to mention illegal) to  

give steroids to a person in order to test the results and  

effects, studies in a non-controlled environment (outside a 

laboratory and without monitoring) lead to problems with  

measuring data. Other factors also cause problems with  

collecting information. Weight, training routine, diet, age, length of time working out, and 

purity of the steroid taken (a lot of steroids are black market or bootleg) all affect the results 

of studies on steroid use.  
 

 

Physical Side Effects  

 

Prostate  

There are some agreed-upon physical and psychological effects from steroid use, both long-

term and short-term. One (reversible) side effect is enlargement of the prostate gland, 

leading to problems in urinating (pain and actual blockage). At the 1950 World  

Games, some young athletes had to be catheterized (have a tube inserted into the  

urinary tract) in order to urinate. This procedure is much more common in older men  

who have prostate trouble. Some research shows that steroid use may result in 

increased risk of prostate cancer.  

 

Sex Related  

In early steroid use, users may have any increased sex drive, usually followed by a rapid  

decrease in sex drive and sometimes sexual dysfunction. After a period of steroid use, the 

testicles shrink and produce less testosterone. The body begins to compensate for  

use of anabolic steroids by shutting down testosterone production, and lower sperm 

counts are common.  

 

Liver, Kidneys, Stomach  

In all steroid users there is a danger of liver problems which include cancer, jaundice,  

impaired liver function, blood-filled cysts, and tumors. The liver is the detoxifying organ  

of the body, and steroid users are putting their livers especially at risk. Steroid abuse  

may cause prolonged nose bleeds, easy bruising, and bleeding from the tongue,  

crippling the liver's production of clotting factors. Vessels obstructed for a long time can  

lead to an enlarged liver, hemorrhoids, and/or vomiting of blood. Anabolic steroids can  



 

 

lead to kidney problems too, especially kidney stones that can  

cause permanent damage. Pain in the back and hip area is also 

common, and peptic ulcers may occur from increased  

calcium levels that cause the increase of the secretion of 

stomach acid.  

 

Other:  

Men may notice an enlargement of the breasts, and estrogen  

blockers may be used to try to hinder the enlargement of  

breasts and nipples. Women may face a decrease in breast size, growth of facial and  

  

body hair, loss of scalp hair, deepening of the voice, and menstrual irregularities. Some  

of these side effects are reversible when steroid use is discontinued, while others are 

permanent.  

 

Cardiovascular  

Cardiovascular problems related to steroid use include heartbeat irregularities, high  

blood pressure, unhealthy changes in fat and sugar metabolism, and increased risk of  

heart attack. Severely high blood pressure can result in morning headaches,  

palpitations, unprovoked nose bleeds, blurred vision, light headedness, and fainting.  

High blood pressure can also lead to coronary artery disease, stroke, kidney failure, and 

congestive heart failure.  

 

Muscles and Skeletal System  

Steroid use also increases the chance of major injuries. Muscles and tendons not used to  

the extra stress and increased weight become torn or pulled. Steroids weaken  

connective tissue, increasing chances of injury. Teenagers with immature muscle and 

skeletal systems are at even greater risk of injury. Torn pectoral, quadriceps, or bicep 

muscles can hamper or end a career in sports.  

 

Allergy  

Allergic reactions are an extremely dangerous problem steroid users may encounter. A  

drug can be taken for years before an allergy develops. Anaphylactic shock (extreme 

allergic reaction) can lead to death in minutes.  

 

General  

Other side effects of steroid use are increased acne on the back, shoulders, chest, and  

face; facial puffiness and water retention; chronic infection at injection sites (usually the  

result in black market steroids); and loss of scalp hair. Sharing needles is a common 

practice with steroid users. The danger of transmitting hepatitis or AIDS by sharing 

hypodermic needles is obvious.  



 

Physical Side-Effects and Adolescents  

Teenage steroid users are at risk of stunting skeletal growth or height. A special area of  

the bone called growth plates causes bones to become denser with maturity and  

continue growing in length. Anabolic steroids speed the closing  

of these plates and can stop skeletal growth, preventing the  

younger user from becoming as tall as he or she was supposed to  

be. This may also happen with shoulder width. Another area of 

concern in adolescents is the spinal column. The vertebrae that  

make up the spinal column and the cartilage (shock absorbing discs 

between them) may not be ready to handle the excessive  

load of the weight gain common in steroid users, putting an athlete 

at risk for slipped discs or stress factors. 

Signs of Steroid Use  

The following is a list of physical indicators of possible steroid use.  

• Large gains in lean mass over a short period of time (Twenty pounds of muscle  

gain in six weeks is not normal development).  

• Breast growth in males.  

• Increased time in gym and intensity of workout  

• Preoccupation or discussion about a need to gain weight or strength  

• Increase of acne on back, chest and face  

• Sudden increase in training capacity or strength  

• Abnormally aggressive behavior or moodiness (mood swings); increased  

paranoia  

• Facial puffiness (half-moon face) or water retention; puffiness in hand/finger  

are a  

• Needle marks on buttocks or thighs  

• Preoccupation with body size (posing before mirror)  

• High volume of food intake, especially high calorie, low fat, high protein foods  
(tuna, lean meat, protein powder supplements)  

• Change in voice (deepening, huskiness)  

• Scalp hair loss  

• Increase of facial and chest hair on women 

• Increase of energy level (hyperactivity)  

• Pain in the kidney area, blood in the urine, or pain when urinating  

• Menstrual irregularities in women  

• Increase in confidence with sudden or abrupt change bordering on arrogance  

• Headaches  

• Flushed or yellowish skin or eyes  

• Disturbed sleep patterns  

• Pronounced stretch marks  

• Frequent nose bleeds  
• Discarded needles or vials  

 

 

 

 

 



Psychological Side-Effects  

 

Anger and Aggression  

A discussion of steroid use would be not complete without addressing its psychological side-

effects. Users often report an increased intensity of emotions, finding themselves not only 

more aggressive in training, but angrier overall. This increase in intensity is not usually just 

confined to the gym, and often leads to hostility or relations with others. The chance of 

users getting into violent fights increases. Users may work themselves  

into a "Roid Rage" - such a frenzy of anger that they black out and don't remember the violence.  

 

"The positive was better self-esteem because I was bigger and stronger and I knew I  

could do anything I wanted to. The negative effects were that I was irritable. I was in the 

habit of drinking beer while I was on steroids and it didn't really work out too good  

because I became very violet." Anonymous  

 

"My family and all my friends became very mad at me for an outburst I had with them  

and that is the major reason I stopped taking them." Anonymous  

 

"I got into quite a few conflicts because my aggression level was so extremely high. I  

would pick up people, raise them over my head and shake them." Ken  

 

Psychosis  

There have been reports of acute psychotic symptoms appearing after prolonged  

steroid use including paranoia, thought broadcasting, delusions of grandeur, depression,  

manic symptoms, and auditory hallucinations. Suicidal thoughts or actions are also reported. 

A person with these symptoms may have family, legal, and social problems as a result, and 

may even need hospitalization.  

 

General  

Less severe psychological symptoms include loss of sleep, mood  

swings, exhaustion, racing thoughts, irritability, confusion,  

depression, euphoria, panic attacks, and mild forms of paranoia.  
 

 

 

Psychological Side-Effects and Adolescents  

Teenage steroid users pose unique problems: these years are usually filled with  

emotional upheaval, confusion, new sexual and body-image awareness, and feelings of 

immortality. With steroid use and its side effects, these issues are magnified to serious  

proportions. More difficulty lies in the fact that adolescents have a hard time looking to the 

future and understanding the long-term effects of their choices.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Steroid Slang  

The following is a list of slang terms used by steroid users:  

• Steroids  

• Stacking (simultaneous use of different types of steroids)  

• Cycle or cycling (a predetermined period of steroid use)  

• Pipes, pythons (muscular arms)  

• Cut, ripped (well-defined muscles)  

• Nuclear, microwavable (someone who uses steroids)  

• D., Deca, D-ball (Dianabol steroid)  

• Baseball (a lump caused by chronically swollen injection sites)  

• A stinger (temporary paralysis in the injection are caused by missing a vein while  
injecting steroids)  

• Tapering (gradually reducing steroid use over a period of 4-6 weeks)  

• Staggering (avoiding the plateau of stacked drugs by stopping one drug, then  
starting another)  

• Plateauing (leveling off of the effect of a steroid)  
 

Poor quality control and ignorance of what they are taking has not deterred steroid  

users. The strong desire for fast results overrides common sense. Instead of planning 

routines and a sensible diet, users are taking short cuts, risking their own physical and 

psychological well-being and that of those around them.  

 

"They don't consider it (steroid use) as cheating. They consider it as using tools, so the  

chance of using steroids is high. They are seen as a way to get you where you deserve to  

be for lifting, instead of getting ahead of where you should be." Ken  
 

 

Legal  

Another issue that must be 

non-medical use of steroids is 

the Anti-Drug Abuse Act 

made  

anabolic steroids without  

At least ten states have passed  

curtail non-medical use of  

California possession or sale of  

addressed is that 

illegal. As of 1988,  

distribution of  

prescription a felony.  

laws designed to  

steroids, and in  

steroids is a felony  

punishable by a prison sentence of up to one year for possession and four years for 

selling.  

 

The governing bodies of the different sports' associations now take a dim view of  

steroid use. The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) has banned college  



 

players who use steroids from playing in bowl games; officials in the Olympics have  

made it illegal for an athlete on steroids to compete; and the National Football League  

has recently banned steroid use. Players testing positive for steroids are subject to  

suspensions. Since steroids have attracted so much attention and the athletes are now 

subject to testing, users spend much time and effort trying to time their steroid use to  

keep it from being detected during events, also searching for alternatives to steroids that 

may be harder to detect in testing.  

 

Human Growth Hormone  

Since steroids are unpredictable and the testing procedures are becoming more  

accurate, some athletes are now looking to other drugs to replace them. The current  

frontrunner appears to be the Human Growth Hormone, which is gaining in popularity  

because of the high potential for body growth, strength and difficulty in detection  

through drug-screening procedures. Human Growth Hormone (HGH) is derived from the 

pituitary glands of cadavers (though now a synthetic version exists), and has been  

used for 25 years to treat children with growth hormone deficiency. Some people report  

gains of 30-40 pounds of muscle in 10 weeks (with training and consumption of 10,000  

calories per day). Since it is not a steroid, it affects the body differently than anabolic 

steroids. Usually, the effects of HGH on the body are permanent.  

 

Side Effects  

The side effects of HGH include diabetes and heart problems associated with the  

massive weight gains in short periods of time. One irreversible side effect is acromegaly,  

or "Frankenstein Syndrome." This disorder occurs when excess  

growth hormone is secreted by a pituitary tumor and can be  

induced by abusing HGH. The bones of the feet, hands, fingers,  

nose, lips, forehead and tongue spread to give a Frankenstein  

look. The voice deepens and becomes husky, and body hair may 

increase. Joint spaces widen because of the growth of cartilage and 

soft tissues, causing joint pain. When an adult of full height  

takes HGH, his or her bone ends are already fused, causing 

distortion of the bony structures, which leads to all sorts of  

problems and disfigurement. Later, osteoarthritis and limited joint  

range of motion occur.  

 

"Comparing old photographs, I noticed my jaw lines have become larger. I've also  

noticed a clicking in my joints. It does happen with one use or with three uses. I only  

went on one long use and two short ones and these things are continuing with me. My  

voice is deeper as a result...this is something that does not go away. One use can  

change your whole life." Ken  



  
 

 

"One time I did have chest pain. It was because the muscle wall around my heart was  

inflamed. I didn't tell him (my doctor) about being on them, but this was when I was off  

anyways. He told me to just take it easy and take these other kind of medication, pills  

that settle down the muscles - the swelling around the heart. So, ever since then, it has  

been okay." Bill  
 

 

RECOVERY  

Powerlessness  

Despite the fact that Steroid users are caught up in a destructive and painful cycle, they  

don't really see how it affects them. Even when loved ones confront them, they don't  

realize it. They often continue in this downward cycle until they hit bottom. Bottom  

simply means that their addiction has caused enough problems in their lives that they can 

finally see how out of control they've become. Addicts come to realize that they  

need to turn their lives around and make positive changes, but this doesn't happen  

easily. Despite the fact that they are affected spiritually (guilt and shame), physically,  

socially, financially, and emotionally by their addiction, it's too hard to admit  

powerlessness and come to terms with it. To realize this, individuals usually need to feel  

some sort of consequence as a result of their addiction. This, for the exercise addict,  

usually takes the form of a major injury, legal problems, or other consequences, giving  

them no choice but to take time off. At this point they must deal with reality of 

addiction.  
 

 

Steroid Withdrawal  

 

Quitting steroids is challenging, and relapse is common. People who stop often  

experience severe depression. and the urge to return to steroids or illegal drugs to  

combat these feelings is strong. When users suddenly  

stop using steroids, it impacts their whole bodies. They  

miss the feelings of power and energy that go with  

them. Artificial steroids have cut off the natural supply  

of hormones, by inhibiting normal secretions. The  

water weight that developed disappears quickly and 

body size decreases, which often triggers depression.  

Energy level also decreases. Difficulties with sleep,  

sexual function, panic attacks, and feelings of  

 

inadequacy accompany withdrawal from steroids. Even suicidal thoughts can occur.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



"Well, emotionally I was a bit more depressed. I felt bad about things. My  

concentration was lower than it was when I started, and my workouts also dropped off.  

The edginess was still there but it was in a different way. I was a bit more spacey. My 

concentration was lower than before I began. My speech patterns were also disrupted,  

but because of the fact that I was using other drugs afterward it wasn't as noticeable."  

Ken  

 

"Psychologically, I was afraid I'd lose size within hours, so I'd be at the gym for three  

hours, even just for a couple of body parts, and just to keep it up." Bill  
 

 

 

Peer Pressure  

Relapse in steroid users is prevalent for another reason: peer pressure. Steroids are found 

in a lot of gyms around the country, and going back to the same gym with the  

same workout buddies increases the chance of going back on steroids. The pressure to keep 

up with partners may become intense, both externally (partners encouraging us to go back 

on steroids) and internally (ego factors). It is difficult emotionally to lift side-by- side with 

someone a lot bigger and stronger, who once was your equal in this group.  

 

"Environment has a great deal to do with it. I truly believe, now that I am recovering,  

that the environment has everything to do with it. If you are in a steroid-free  

environment, I know that your chances of using are greatly reduced. In a steroid-free 

environment, steroids are looked at as a short cut. They are looked down upon." Ken  

 

"You know, you still get the feelings or thoughts that you'd like to try it again, just to catch 

up to where you were before, but you know, the way my life is now I am pretty  

happy with it and everyone around me is pretty happy with me so I figure why should I  

chance it by going on steroids just to make myself bigger?" Bill  

 

Not all exercise addicts are steroid users, but steroid use is one avenue exercise addicts may 

use to further the benefits of workouts.  
 

 

Steps to Recovery  
 

Balance  

Once addicts have made a decision to turn things around, exercise can still be part of their 

lives—the key is balance. Exercise needs to add to the quality of their lives, not  

take their lives over; it should work for them, not against     

t hem.  

 

Rest  

The first part of recovery needs to be rest: mental as well as 

physical. It's a vital part of recovery that is often neglected  

during active addiction. It is important to set realistic  

workouts with periodic breaks. This not only allows for physical rest but emotional as well.  



   
 

 

 

Review of Goals and Expectations  

It's important to understand the reasons for working out. If the addict used exercise to avoid 

problems, they need to find healthier ways to address these issues. If they used  

exercise to change their appearance, we need to take a new look at the realistic nature (or 

lack thereof) of these goals and focus on something more feasible.  
 

 

 

Revised Plan of Action  

The next step is developing a new plan of action. Exercise addiction doesn't allow  

individuals to set goals and stay with them, as goals become distorted and unclear. Now  

they need to set realistic goals and plan how to accomplish them. It's important to follow 

this plan and not alter it too much. With exercise addiction, it wouldn't take  

much deviation in their routines to return to lengthy and possibly destructive workouts.  

 

Safety is a big part of fitness and should never be  

overlooked. Slowing up, concentrating on form, and  

doing it right is more beneficial than spending endless  

hours on the track or in the gym. While caught up in 

their addiction, addicts are their own worst enemies.  

When they have an off day, they can be very critical of  

themselves, so it's important to give them credit for hard 

work.  

 

Adding variety to workouts is important. Psychologically, it is best to avoid the ruts that  

can develop with the same old routine. Individuals tend to stagnate, and by changing things 

around a little we can avoid that. For runners, this could mean changing routes, times, or 

distances run. Weight lifters could change the number of repetitions, or work new body 

parts.  

 

Variation in workout routines can be physical, too. Overtraining becomes counter- 

productive. Increased gym time does not always lead to increased results. Muscles  

adapt to the stress put on them. For growth to continue new ways to impose growth-  

producing stress on muscles needs to be found. Muscles' ability to sustain long, tedious work 

improves with each passing day, until a plateau is reached or sticking point. Finding new ways 

to tax bodies will help avoid this leveling off.  

 

Rest  

It's important to give bodies rest—time to carry the waste products of exercise, 

principally lactic acid, out of our system. Lactic acid accumulates after strenuous 

workouts and our bodies need time to flush this build-up out of our systems and  

increase effectiveness of our workouts. By resting some body parts, we add variety and  



   

 

avoid stress on the same joints, bones, and muscles. This reduces the chance of injury and also gives 

other body parts the benefits of exercise.  

 

Pain is a good barometer for judging workouts and stress. Occasional minor aches and  

pains are to be expected with normal workout routines, but chronic pain means  

something is wrong. For exercise addicts, getting to know and listening to their bodies is important, as is 

understanding limitations. When they exceed those limits, their bodies  

let them know. For example, if they have pain they need to rest. The exercise addict  

typically keeps going, ignores the doctor's advice, and risks permanent injury. A sensible exercise enthusiast 

listens to his or her body and the doctor, giving the body a chance to recuperate.  

 

Even without injuries, it's important to take time off. This gives our bodies a chance to rest up from 

stresses we impose on them, time to re-evaluate goals and to check in on  

progress. Changes in routine may be subtle; before they know it, they can become  

caught up in their old destructive cycle. Time off is rejuvenating and allows for a healthy and enthusiastic 

approach when they return. It may be a good idea to take at least one week off every couple months.  

 

Keep It Simple  

Exercise does not have to be complicated. Sticking to the basics and what works is  

important. Keeping a workout log may prove helpful. During the recovery process it's beneficial to keep a 

log or diary of workouts to state goals, monitor each workout and  

log progress. This log will keep them honest and help prevent self-deception, helping to keep exercise 

addicts on the track to recovery.  

 

Choose Peers Carefully  

Peers play an important part in recovery. The people with whom we surround ourselves have a big impact on  

what and how well we do. If they're trying to set up a realistic and balanced program, people who are  

destructive in their routines will only make it harder on them. It is important for exercise addicts to surround 

themselves with healthy people who will encourage them in a constructive workout. This will make recovery that 

much easier. Otherwise, they are putting more pressure and temptation on themselves to deviate from their 

recovery plan.  
 

 

Proper Diet  

Proper diet is a big part of the recovery process. The  

exercise routine is not going to compensate for an eating  

weight, calorie intake must be less than our output,  

be in a never-ending process of binge-eating, then 

exercising (purging) it off. Exercise, no matter how 

offset eating large amounts of food.  

most rigorous 

binge. To shed  

otherwise we will  

spending hours  

strenuous, cannot  



   

 

Diets, like exercise routines, should be based on moderation. Rapid weight loss through strenuous exercise is  

dangerous. To be on the safe side, consult a doctor and avoid fad diets; instead, learn more about good 

nutrition. Practice healthy eating habits, and be consistent as well as patient.  
 

 

Continuing Recovery  

 

The recovery period is a continuing process. There will always be a danger of relapse, returning to old  

destructive behavior patterns. If individuals get over-confident and feel they have beaten the addiction they  

are setting themselves up to slide right back into addiction. It doesn't take much for the whole destructive  

process to start again, so choosing an exercise program that fits specific needs is a good start. Not all  

exercises are the same. Choose exercises that will enhance overall health and wellness. These should be the major 

goals of any workout program.  

 

Getting addicts reacquainted with their bodies is one of the many benefits of recovery. Educating yourself  

about nutrition and health will also aid in the recovery process. While recovering you need to pay attention to 

ourselves and find balance.  

 

The key is finding out what we want in life and using an exercise program that 

supplements but does not control our lives. Exercise addiction is destructive to  

family life and physical, emotional, social, and spiritual health. Exercise routines can  

be an important part of our lives. Dedication to physical fitness is usually an  

admirable, healthy trait, but obsession with exercise is destructive and dangerous. It is 

important for us to work at balance and maintain control over our lives. A healthy life 

includes more than exercise.  

 

For steroid users, the road to recovery is a little more complicated. Preventing a  

return to that lifestyle requires an even bigger commitment. There are several losses a former user will need  

to address: Body size, energy, workout production and intensity may not be the same. Furthermore, if  

returning to work out partners who use might make recovery much more challenging. For some individuals this 

may require a change of workout partner(s), times, or even gyms.  

 

"Well, the purpose of the workout...before... was just to get big and bad and now it is to become more aware. I think 

that each and every person has a certain amount of exercise that he or she needs. I find that for me I'm at  

my proper level now and that I have to accept other people and how they pick and choose to create their own  

health and welfare." Jay  


