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!
As Ammatuna and Nijziel note (1), obtaining an accurate and comprehensive drug history 
is crucial in the treatment of patients presenting with symptoms that can potentially be 
attributed to the use of anabolic steroids, including renal disorders.!

Most people who use anabolic steroids obtain these drugs from the illicit market (2). Here, 
many products are manufactured in ‘underground laboratories’ operating outside the 
formal parameters of the production of licensed medicinal products (3). In the United 
Kingdom, investigations by the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency 
(MHRA) have highlighted the issue of adulterated drugs on the UK illicit market, including 
anabolic agents, leading to drug seizures, arrests and illicit online retailers being shut 
down (4). In a number of cases, drug testing and analysis has identified that drugs 
claiming to contain anabolic steroids contain a different amount of pharmacologically 
active substance than declared on the label, a different active substance or no active 
substance whatsoever (3). Due to poor manufacturing, products might also be accidentally 
contaminated with toxic chemicals and injectable products might be unsterile, resulting in 
local or systemic infections (2). In addition, many people who use anabolic steroids take a 
variety of off-the-shelf products marketed as dietary or nutritional supplements that are 
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increasingly being found to contain pharmacologically active substances, such as appetite 
suppressants, sildenafil (used for erectile dysfunction) and stimulants, that have not been 
listed on the package (2). The fact that in most cases, anabolic steroid users remain 
unaware of their intake of specific active substances, means that many case reports 
regarding patients’ use of these drugs suffer from an over-reliance on self-reported drug 
use (5).!

Healthcare professionals who come into contact with patients using anabolic steroids 
should be aware of these issues. Where possible, and when resources are available, drug 
vials, tablets and/or biological samples should be collected and submitted to drug analysis 
to identify the pharmacologically active substance, along with any contamination. These 
data will add considerably to information retrieved from the patients’ drug histories (1), 
improving both diagnosis and prognosis. Furthermore, collecting data on the contents of 
these products will contribute to our understanding of the causal relationship between 
anabolic steroids and specific health harms in case reports pertaining to patients’ usage of 
these drugs (6).!

Conflicts of interest!

The authors declare no conflicts of interest.!

Funding!

None.!

References!

1. Ammatuna E, Nijziel MR. Polycythemia and renal infarction in a bodybuilder. QJM. 
Forthcoming 2014.!

2. Evans-Brown M, McVeigh J, Perkins C, Bellis MA. Human Enhancement Drugs: The 
Emerging Challenges to Public Health. Liverpool, North West Public Health 
Observatory, 2012.!

3. Evans-Brown M, Kimergård A, McVeigh J. Elephant in the room? The methodological 
implications for public health research of performance-enhancing drugs derived from 
the illicit market. Drug Test Anal 2009; 1:323–6.!

�2

Page 2 of 3

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/qjm

Manuscripts submitted to QJM: An International Journal of Medicine

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Review Only

4. Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency. MHRA nets UK record £12.2 
million haul of counterfeit and unlicensed medicines. Medicines and Healthcare 
products Regulatory Agency; 2013 [cited 2014 March 11]. Available from: http://
www.mhra.gov.uk/NewsCentre/Pressreleases/CON287024!

5. Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs. Annex for the ACMD Anabolic Steroids 
Report, A-F;. Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs; 2010 [cited 2014 March 11]. 
Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/144123/ananbolic-steroids-annexes.pdf!

6. Alghabban A. Dictionary of Pharmacovigilance. London, Pharmaceutical Press, 2004.

�3

Page 3 of 3

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/qjm

Manuscripts submitted to QJM: An International Journal of Medicine

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60


