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As legalized medical marijuana gains acceptance across the country, 

a long-smoldering question burns a little hotter.

In the vernacular, stoners ask, “Do doobies make boobies?” Plastic 

VXUJHRQV�SKUDVH�LW�PRUH�VFLHQWL¿�FDOO\��³'RHV�PDULMXDQD�FDXVH�J\QHFRPDVWLD"´
Speculation that men who smoke pot are prone to develop abnor-

mal breast tissue or “man boobs” has been around for decades. The 

¿�UVW�VFLHQWL¿�F�SDSHU�H[DPLQLQJ�WKH�FOLQLFDO�LPSDFW�RI�WKH�GUXJ¶V�DFWLYH�
ingredient, THC, on hormonal systems was published in 1972 in the 

New England Journal of Medicine.

This was about the same time Brewer & Shipley stoked Spiro 

$JQHZ¶V�LUH�ZLWK�WKH�KLW�VLQJOH�³2QH�7RNH�2YHU�WKH�/LQH�´�7KH�GUXJ¶V�
ability to stoke controversy has not abated. The 1972 study found that 

the drug has “widespread effects on multiple hormonal systems, includ-

ing gonadal, adrenal, prolactin, growth hormone, and thyroid hormone 

regulation.” When the drug throws off the normal balance of hormones, 

estrogen levels rise and stimulate breast tissue growth.

6XEVHTXHQW�VWXGLHV�KDYH�EHHQ�IHZ�DQG�WKHLU�¿�QGLQJV�FRQÀ�LFWLQJ��$V�
D�UHVXOW��PDULMXDQD¶V�DGYRFDWHV�FDOO�WKH�DVVRFLDWLRQ�D�P\WK��DVVHUWLQJ�WKDW�
WKHUH�LV�QR�VROLG�VFLHQWL¿�F�SURRI�

7KH\�KDYH�D�SRLQW��VD\V�$GULDQ�/R��D�SODVWLF�VXUJHRQ�DW�3HQQV\OYD�
nia Hospital who specializes in breast reduction for men. Because mari-

MXDQD�LV�LOOHJDO�LQ�PRVW�VWDWHV��KH�H[SODLQV��LW¶V�KDUG�WR�FRQGXFW�UHVHDUFK��
But this does not make the link a myth.

³:KDW�ZH¶UH�OHIW�ZLWK�DUH�GRFWRUV��HQGRFULQRORJLVWV��DQG�VXUJHRQV�
ZLWK�FOLQLFDO�DFXPHQ�VD\LQJ�ZH�QRWLFH�D�WUHQG�´�KH�VD\V��2I�WKH�����RU�

so patients who come to him for breast reduction surgeries each year, 

more than one-third report regular marijuana use.

“Some men are more susceptible to gynecomastia than others,” 

he says. Smoking pot can lower testosterone levels for 24 hours, he 

says. After just one joint, patients have reported feeling swelling and 

SXI¿�QHVV�DURXQG�WKH�QLSSOH��ZKLOH�UHJXODU�XVHUV�PD\�KDYH�QR�UHDFWLRQ��
at least in their breast tissue.

³:H�FDQ¶W�SUHGLFW�ZKR�LW¶V�JRLQJ�WR�KDSSHQ�WR�´�/R�VD\V�
³,�ZRXOGQ¶W�VD\�,�ZDV�VPRNLQJ�VHYHQ�GD\V�D�ZHHN��EXW�LW�ZDV�

close,” says a 23-year-old patient who recently underwent breast reduc-

WLRQ��:RUULHG�DERXW�WKH�OHJDO�UDPL¿�FDWLRQV�DQG�KLV�MRE�VHFXULW\�DV�DQ�
DFWXDU\��KH�DJUHHG�WR�VSHDN�LGHQWL¿�HG�RQO\�E\�KLV�PLGGOH�QDPH��0LFKDHO�

+H�¿�UVW�GHYHORSHG�HQODUJHG�EUHDVWV�ZKHQ�KH�ZDV�JRLQJ�WKURXJK�
puberty, a few years before he started smoking. His mother took him to 

the pediatrician, who said the condition was normal and temporary. But 

Michael was among the small percentage who did not grow out of it.

For years, he would avoid baring his chest. “In games where the 

choice was shirts vs. skins, you never wanted to be skins,” he says.

2QFH�KH�VWDUWHG�KDYLQJ�UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�ZRPHQ��KH�ZRUULHG�
DERXW�KRZ�WKH\�MXGJHG�KLV�ERG\��$W���IRRW����DQG�����SRXQGV��KH�
was not overweight, and worked out three or four times a week at the 

gym. “I benched and lifted,” he says. “Underneath, I had pecs.” But no 

DPRXQW�RI�H[HUFLVH�PDGH�KLV�EUHDVWV�WXUQ�WR�PXVFOH�
He had heard that pot could cause man boobs. “When I was high, 

WKH\�IHOW�D�OLWWOH�PRUH�QRWLFHDEOH�´�0LFKDHO�VD\V��³%XW�,�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�LI�LW�
was my state of mind at the time.” Since he had had them for so long, 

he did not think quitting would make a difference.



³7KLV�LV��RI�FRXUVH��DQ�LQÀDPPDWRU\�WRSLF��7KHUH�LV�VNHSWLFLVP�
HLWKHU�ZD\�´�VD\V�/R��³%XW�LQ�P\�H[SHULHQFH��LW¶V�YHU\�VLPSOH��,I�\RX¶UH�
D�JX\�DQG�\RX¶UH�ZRUULHG�DERXW�J\QHFRPDVWLD��\RX�VKRXOGQ¶W�VPRNH�SRW�
EHFDXVH�WKHUH¶V�D�OLQN�´

“That is the prevailing opinion,” says Robert X. Murphy Jr., presi-

dent of the American Society of Plastic Surgeons, noting that it matches 

KLV�RZQ�FOLQLFDO�H[SHULHQFH��:LWK�WKH�UHFHQW�LQFUHDVH�LQ�PHQ�VHHNLQJ�
breast reduction surgery, he says, empirical evidence is mounting.

,Q�������WKH�VRFLHW\�UHSRUWV���������J\QHFRPDVWLD�SURFHGXUHV�ZHUH�
performed, a 5 percent increase from the year before. The number of 

WKHVH�VXUJHULHV�KDG�IDOOHQ�IURP�WKHLU�SHDN�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��ZKHQ�PRUH�
insurers were willing to cover the procedure. Patients now pay between 

�������DQG��������RXW�RI�SRFNHW�IRU�WKH�RSHUDWLRQ��6LQFH�������LW�KDV�
EHHQ�DPRQJ�WKH�WRS�¿YH�FRVPHWLF�VXUJLFDO�SURFHGXUHV�IRU�PHQ�

(PLO\�3ROODUG��KHDG�RI�SODVWLF�VXUJHU\�IRU�/DQNHQDX�0HGLFDO�&HQ-

ter, now performs one gynecomastia surgery a month, twice as many 

as the year before. The increase, she believes, is partly driven by direct 

marketing by companies that manufacture liposuction equipment.

The largest percentage of gynecomastia cases have no clearly 

LGHQWL¿DEOH�FDXVH��VD\V�0XUSK\��7KH�UHVW�DUH�FDXVHG�E\�D�FRQVWHOODWLRQ�
of conditions. It is common for boys like Michael to develop tender 

and enlarged breasts during puberty, although, as his pediatrician said, 

PRVW�RXWJURZ�WKH�FRQGLWLRQ��$GGLWLRQDOO\��PRUH�WKDQ����GUXJV�KDYH�EHHQ�
linked to gynecomastia, including some antidepressants and antibiotics 

and ulcer, heart, and HIV medications. Men who are obese are sus-

ceptible. So are bodybuilders who use anabolic steroids, men who use 

Propecia to prevent hair loss, and those who self-administer testoster-

one, which the body breaks down into two compounds, one of which 

LV�VLPLODU�WR�HVWURJHQ��%HFDXVH�SHRSOH�PD\�EH�H[SRVHG�WR�PXOWLSOH�ULVN�
IDFWRUV��LW�FDQ�EH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�LGHQWLI\�ZKLFK�DUH�WR�EODPH�

³:H�FDQ¶W�SDLQW�ZLWK�D�EURDG�VWURNH�´�VD\V�0XUSK\��%XW�ZKHQ�
young men come to him to remove their breasts, and they are neither 

overweight nor taking any other of the trigger medications, he says, it is 

reasonable to deduce that pot is the likely cause.

“It is one of those things that you ask about,” he says. “Whether 

people admit it or not is another matter.”

/LYLQJ�ZLWK�J\QHFRPDVWLD�FDQ�EH�D�SV\FKRORJLFDO�EXUGHQ��³,�ZDV�
scared of relationships,” says a patient who gave his middle name, 

Andrew. “It really was a strain, every day.”

$����\HDU�ROG�GUXJ�DQG�DOFRKRO�FRXQVHORU��KH�VD\V�KH�UDUHO\�WRRN�
off his shirt at the beach and would layer T-shirts to hide his body. “My 

friends would tease me. They thought I could make it go away with 

H[HUFLVH�´
Unable to afford the surgery, Andrew borrowed the money for the 

�������SURFHGXUH��+H�KDG�KLV�VXUJHU\�ODVW�PRQWK��³,¶P�WKULOOHG�ZLWK�LW�´�
KH�VD\V��³,W¶V�VXFK�D�UHOLHI�´

The surgery is normally an outpatient procedure that takes about an 

KRXU�WR�FRPSOHWH��VD\V�/R��7KH�VXUJHRQ�FXWV�DURXQG�WKH�QLSSOH��UHPRYHV�
���WR����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�JODQGXODU�WLVVXH��DQG�FRQWRXUV�WKH�FKHVW�

7KH�UHPDLQLQJ�WLVVXH�FDQ�VWLOO�EH�VWLPXODWHG�WR�JURZ��/R�VD\V��³6R�
ZH�REYLRXVO\�DGYLVH�WR�DYRLG�WKH�IDFWRUV�WKDW�FDXVHG�LW�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�SODFH�´�
Marijuana, he says, is one of them.

³,¶P�QRW�KDWLQJ�RQ�SRW�´�/R�VD\V��³(YHU\RQH�ZKR�GRHV�ZKDW�,�GR�
has seen it, whether you choose to believe it or not.”
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