
  

 

 

Public Health Brief: Understanding Kratom 

 

 

WHAT IS KRATOM? 

Kratom refers to the leaves of the tree Mitragyna speciosa, a tree native 

to the tropical regions of Southeast Asia. Its primary active compounds 

include mitragynine and its byproduct 7-hydroxymitragynine (7-OH).1 

Kratom leaves have been used in traditional medicine for hundreds of 

years to increase alertness and energy. Today, people use kratom as an 

alternative treatment for pain, mood disorders and opioid withdrawal. It 

is marketed as an herbal supplement and is available in liquid, capsule or powder form. 

 

WHAT ARE ITS EFFECTS?  
The effects of kratom can vary based on the strain, its formulation and how much is consumed. Many 

people report that low doses tend to have stimulant effects, such as increased energy and alertness, while 

higher doses tend to have sedative, opioid-like effects, such as relaxation, pain relief and dizziness. Both 

mitragynine and 7-OH activate mu-opioid receptors in the brain, but the effects only partially compare to 

those of opioids.2 Users report higher doses being more likely to result in negative experiences. 3  

 

WHAT ARE THE RISKS? 

Studies suggest people may experience mild to moderate side effects when discontinuing regular kratom 

use.4,5 A small minority of users have reported symptoms consistent with substance use disorder.6,7 Some 

users have experienced seizures or hallucinations,8 and while extremely rare, there have been a small 

number of deaths associated with kratom exposure, typically with other drugs present.  

In Louisiana, kratom has been identified in a small percentage of drug-related deaths in recent years (see 

Figure 1). It is usually found in combination with other drugs; deaths where mitragynine is the only 

substance listed on a death certificate are extremely rare. Between 2019 and 2024, 221 of the 11,391 drug-

involved deaths in Louisiana involved mitragynine; of those, mitragynine was the only drug listed in 34 

cases.  Because kratom activates mu-opioid receptors, naloxone should be administered if someone is 

thought to have overdosed on kratom.9 

 

 



  

 

Figure 1. 
Number of decedents and percent positive in Louisiana, 2019-2025

 

 

POLICY AND REGULATION 
LOUISIANA POLICY 
As of August 1, 2025, kratom is no longer allowed to be sold or distributed in Louisiana and new penalties 
are in effect for its possession. Depending on the amount of kratom involved, offenders may face up to five 
years in prison and a $50,000 fine.10 

FEDERAL POLICY 
Currently, kratom is not regulated at the federal level and is not listed as a controlled substance by the Drug 
Enforcement Agency (DEA). However, in July 2025, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration announced it 
would begin taking steps to ban over-the-counter products containing 7-OH, a concentrated byproduct that 
is increasingly recognized as having potential for misuse because of its ability to bind to opioid 

receptors.11 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Make information available to people who use kratom about the recent changes in legislation and 

potential penalties. Community overdose prevention organizations and others who engage directly with 

people who use drugs should communicate this information to program participants.  

• Providers and first responders should be aware that any changes to the drug supply can result in additional 

risks for people who use drugs being exposed to alternative substances that are potentially more harmful. 



  

 

 

• Individuals who use kratom regularly and are stopping use may experience withdrawal. These 

symptoms can be similar to opioid withdrawal and can include runny nose, muscle pains, nausea, 

vomiting and diarrhea. Typically, these symptoms are mild and can be self-managed, but tapering use 

is often recommended. Individuals who use formulations other than raw kratom leaf should be aware 

that those products may contain other, more addictive substances. This could result in more severe 

withdrawals. 

• Individuals using kratom to manage opioid withdrawal symptoms may be at risk of relapsing and 

should speak to a doctor about medications for opioid use disorder (MOUD) to manage their 

symptoms. For a list of MOUD providers, go to https://opioidhelpla.org/. 

For questions about this brief, please contact Louisiana Public Health Analyst, Dana Wilkosz at 

dwilkosz@cdcfoundation.org 
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