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INTRODUCTION

Kratom (mitragyna speciosa) is a tree found in 
the tropical and subtropical regions of Southeast 
Asia. A member of the Rubiaceae or coffee family, 
it has been used for hundreds of years in parts 
of Southeast Asia and Africa due to a number of 
beneficial properties.

In Southeast Asia, kratom has been commonly 
used by manual laborers who chew the leaves, 
either fresh or dried, to reduce fatigue and to 
enable longer working hours. It is also consumed 
as a tea in cultural performances as well as in day-
to-day consumption. Perhaps most importantly, 
kratom has long been used to overcome opiate 
addictions.1

As noted in one extensive assessment of kratom 
impacts, “The scientific and ethnographic literature 
often describes consumption as primarily 
motivated by the ‘useful,’ ‘beneficial,’ ‘labor 
sustaining,’ ‘therapeutic,’ ‘mood’ and ‘well-being’ 
enhancing, and ‘instrumental’ benefits, as well as 
dependence.2

It goes on to explain, “It is clear that the abuse 
potential and harmfulness of kratom and its alkaloids 
are substantially lower than that of morphine and 
other opioids and differ in other ways as well, such 
as physiologic manifestations. In fact, as discussed 
in this review and in other authoritative reviews, the 
mitragynines have unique and mixed actions that 
include mild or ‘caffeine-like’ stimulant effects at low 
to moderate levels of consumption, and are more 
likely to enhance occupational performance and 
social interactions than to interfere with such.”3

Common methods of consumption in the United 
States are gel caps, tea, powder, or as a manufactured 
drink. As will be shown, kratom consumption in the 
United States is largely beneficial to those who use it. 
There is little justification for government interference 
with kratom consumption in this country.

1www.americankratom.org
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PROPOSED DEA DESIGNATION
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On August 31, 2016, the Drug Enforcement Agency 
proposed temporarily designating kratom a 
schedule 1 substance, the most restrictive category 
for controlled substances, putting it in the same 
class as highly addictive and dangerous drugs 
such as heroin. However, there is little basis upon 
which to make such a designation. Depending on 
the source, hundreds-of-thousands to millions 
of Americans consume kratom with little to no ill 
effects, and many beneficial ones. 

In an unprecedented action on such scheduling 
proposals, the DEA withdrew its proposed 
emergency scheduling of kratom on October 13, 
2016 following an outcry from the public and 
strong opposition from a bi-partisan group of U.S. 
Senate and House members. The DEA specifically 
referenced the “numerous comments from the 
public on mitragynine and 7-hydromitragynine, 
including comments regarding the pharmacological 
effects of these substances4 as the basis for 
withdrawing its proposed scheduling rule for 
kratom.

A major assessment of the impacts of kratom 
consumption, typically referred to as the 
Henningfield eight-factor analysis, notes that “As is 
the case with consumption of caffeinated beverages, 
kratom consumption is not commonly associated 
with adverse health effects (other than minor 
gastrointestinal discomfort that serves to limit 
pleasure and consumption)5 and thus consumption 
appears rarely to be occurring ‘in the face of harm 
or personal or recurrent social problems,’ which 
is a common defining feature of substance-use 
disorders as defined by the American Psychiatric 
Association (2013).6

Kratom has been associated with a handful of 
deaths in the United States, but none have been 
attributed to kratom consumption. In other words, 
the deceased had been consuming kratom around 
the time of death, but were also ingesting other 
substances of a more harmful nature as well, 
making it difficult to determine the extent to which 
kratom might have been implicated.7

EXPERIENCES OF KRATOM CONSUMERS
The following discussion of the qualitative impacts of kratom 
consumption is based on first-hand accounts of the experiences of 
kratom consumers taken from three different compilations.

The first compilation comprises 161 individual accounts used for 
analysis in “Experiences of Kratom Users: A Qualitative Analysis.”8

The second, comprises 176 individual accounts compiled for the 
“Assessment of Kratom under the CSA eight factors and Scheduling 
Recommendation.”9 The final compilation is a sampling of 200 
individual accounts taken from the 23,220 comments submitted to 
the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency in response to its notice of intent 
to designate kratom a schedule I substance.10 

Taken as a whole, these first-hand 
accounts are overwhelmingly 
positive. Kratom is widely 
used to manage pain, mental 
health issues, and addiction. 
Kratom consumers also report 
that the supplement helps 
to reduce fatigue, increase 
energy, alertness, sociability, 
and to enhance well-being and 
occupational performance.
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EXPERIENCES OF KRATOM USERS: A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

The researchers studied 161 first-hand 
reports that were submitted by kratom 
consumers to the website, Erowid.org, 
to evaluate the beneficial and adverse 
effects of kratom consumption. The 
reports were positive for the most part, 
attributing to kratom consumption 
a sense of well-being, relaxation, 
enhanced sociability and empathy, 
as well as pain relief and success in 
overcoming drug addiction. A minority 
of the accounts reported some 
negative side effects, such as nausea, 
dizziness, chills and sweats. However, 
the negative side effects were reported 
as being manageable and a cost well 
worth the benefits.

The following two tables, which 
summarize the findings of the study, 
are reproduced from the study.

THEMES n %

Euphoria/sense of well being 49 30.4

Relaxation 48 23.6

Enhanced sociability/Empathy 15 9.3

Increase in energy 14 8.7

Analgesia 14 8.7

Sensory enhancement 12 7.5

Warmth/Tingling 9 5.6

Nausea/Stomachache 26 16.1

Alternating chills/Sweats 15 9.3

Dizziness/Unsteadiness 11 6.8

Vomiting 9 5.6

Itching 5 3.1

Numbness in mouth/throat 10 3.8

Visual alterations 10 3.8

Sedation 5 3.1

Experiential themes along with number and percentage
of authors whose reports expressed the coded themes.11
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EXPERIENCES OF KRATOM USERS: A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS, CONT’D

THEMES n %

Successfully used kratom as 
replacement for unwanted 
substance (i.e. substitution)

17 10.6

Withdrawal symptoms after 
period of non-use 16 9.9

Symptoms of tolerance 8 5.0

Hangover after use 7 4.3

General themes with the number and percentage of
authors whose reports expressed these themes.12

The study included a few quotes from 
those who submitted comments that are 
representative of the types of experiences 
related by kratom consumers. 

“Kratom seems to create a pleasant,          
mellow and happy effect...” 

“...body relaxation and mental calm               
with no loss of clarity.” 

“Starting to feel more energized and             
slightly hyperactive.” 

“For back pain ...it worked better than              
any reasonable dose of a pharmaceutical 
opiate/opioid I’ve used.” 

Others reported mild nausea, chills or sweats, 
some dizziness, and some itching.

Finally, other general themes to emerge from 
the accounts include the use kratom as a 
substitute to abstain from other substances 
such as opioids, including prescription 
opioids as well as heroin, and prescription 
antidepressants.

Some respondents also reported withdrawal 
symptoms similar to but milder than opioid 
withdrawal symptoms. Others noted a 
tolerance to kratom, reducing its effectiveness.
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ASSESSMENT OF KRATOM
Under the CSA Eight Factors and Scheduling Recommendation

From the 176 testimonials submitted, several important themes emerged. 
By far the most common theme that emerged was that of the use of kratom 
to manage pain. One hundred and forty of the respondents use kratom to 
manage pain. Typical responses were similar to the following:

I have been on prescription 
pain meds for 15 years with 
little relief. I have fibromyalgia, 
lupus, osteoarthritis, 
rheumatoid arthritis, 
degenerative disc disease, 
and mixed connective tissue 
disease. Within 2 days of 
starting kratom, I had no pain. 
I had not been pain free in 30 
years! Kratom is my miracle.

Before Kratom I was riddled 
with pain, had become 
reclusive, and didn’t see 
much of a future…. Since 
taking Kratom, I no longer 
need pain medications…, 
anti-anxiety medications, [or] 
antidepression medications!! 
ALL GONE!

I found that not only did 
the herbal supplement 
[kratom] help my [brain 
injury induced] headaches, 
it helped with my cognitive 
impairment as well.
“ “
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Sixty-four of the respondents mentioned the use of kratom to deal with mental 
health issues, such as depression, anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), 
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

An additional 16 commenters have used kratom as an aid to overcoming 
addictions to substances such as prescription pain killers, heroin and alcohol.

Other comments mentioned fatigue reduction/increase in energy (14), relaxation (5), sleep aid (3), an 
improved sense of well-being (1), greater sociability (1), and relief from gastrointestinal stress (1). Some of 
the negative side effects mentions included nausea/stomachache (2), constipation (1), dry mouth/thirst (1). 

…I have suffered extreme 
anxiety, including panic 
attacks, and have had too 
many occasions of being 
unable to leave my home 
due to pure terror at the 
thought of coming into contact 
with others. I had received 
prescriptions for Xanax and 
Seroquel, but hated the 
numbness and missing
days both caused in me. After 
being introduced to Kratom in 
tea form … approximately five
years ago, these attacks 
and bad days are down to 
maybe two or three a year, 
rather than being a weekly 
occurrence.

I have struggled with 
depression and anxiety for 
most of my life, and am 
recovering from past
traumatic experiences. I 
take prescription medication 
for my symptoms. Though 
the medication does 
help somewhat, I remain 
symptomatic, and kratom is 
the only thing that has made 
me feel truly happy and 
optimistic.

I was an alcoholic and in a 
very difficult time in my life.    
I literally used Kratom to end 
my addiction to alcohol over 
several months.

I have used Kratom for close 
to two years now to help 
with arthritis from a hip 
replacement as well as opiate 
addiction. I was in the worst 
place of my life two years ago 
before I found kratom. I had 
no money and no hope of 
escaping prescription drugs 
or heroin addiction.

I’ve had a problem with drugs 
since I was 16 years old. In 
and out of prison since I’ve 
been 20. I recently found out 
about kratom about 2 years 
ago. I’ve become a productive 
member of society since then. 
I don’t ever want to get high. 
I finally am on the road to 
getting custody of my son.

I am only 32, and already 
medically retired from the 
Army. I take kratom for PTSD 
and OCD, after my doctor 
mentioned it. Before kratom, 
I was on over 17 different 
medications. All made
my life worse.… Now, with 
kratom, I am able to hold 
down a job as a veterinary 
technician, and am able to be 
a part of my family.

“

“ “

“
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PUBLIC COMMENTS
 In response to the Drug Enforcement Agency’s Notice of Intent
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Of 200 comments sampled from the 23,220 comments, the themes that 
emerged were similar to from the comments in the Henningfield analysis.  
168 stated that they used kratom for pain management. Typical comments 
were similar to the following:

78 respondents stated that they used kratom to deal with mental 
health issues, such as depression, anxiety, OCD and PTSD.

I’m a combat vet and this 
has been one of the only 
things that can help me 
with my physical pain.

Kratom has been an 
absolute god send! I have 
severe social anxiety, to the 
point of not wanting
to leave my house or 
interact with others in 
general, and kratom has 
helped me become a
functioning member of 
society.

I have suffered for the 
54 years of my life with 
migraines, some so bad 
that I had to lay in bed 
all day. Nothing at all 
eased the pain until I tried 
Kratom and I could not 
believe it! This is the only 
thing that has ever helped!

I struggle with social 
anxiety and kratom has 
completely rid me of my 
anxiety symptoms.

I have a crushed vertebra 
and I take kratom to ease 
the pain. With kratom I am 
able to do household duties 
that would normally cause 
pain from standing for 
periods of time. I have been
doing this for the past 4 
years without any adverse 
side effects.

I am also a recovering 
alcoholic and someone 
who suffers with bouts of 
debilitating depression and 
anxiety. Since I discovered 
Kratom three years ago my 
quality of life and overall 
level of functioning has 
significantly improved.

“

“
“

“
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41 respondents have used kratom to overcome addictions to 
prescription opioids and other addictions.

Kratom has helped me in 
more ways than I could 
have ever thought. I’ve 
been an addict in the past 
but I do not drink or do 
drugs anymore. It helps 
with my overall quality of 
life tremendously!

Pain pills broke me. Simple 
as that. I lost my home, my 
job; alienated my family 
and friends and, while not 
suicidal, I really didn’t care 
if I lived or died. Kratom 
helped me to change that.

I’ve been a heroin addict for 
about 6 years now. One day 
I came across Kratom from 
a friend of a friend and my 
life did a complete 180. I’ve 
been clean for 15 months 
now and it is all because of
this great plant.

“ “
Other comments mentioned fatigue reduction/
increase in energy (17), improved sense of well-
being (3), sleep aid (4), relaxation (2), greater 
sociability (1), and relief from gastrointestinal 
stress (1). Some of the negative side effects 
mentioned include nausea/stomachache (1) and 
dry mouth/thirst (1).

A comprehensive review of the public comments 
revealed additional interesting insights into kratom 
consumption. Of the over 23,000 comments, 
99.1 percent expressed opposition to the DEA’s 
proposed designation of kratom as a schedule 
1 substance. Among the comments listing a 
profession, 48 percent were military veterans, law 
enforcement officials, health care professionals, 
and scientists. Of those respondents, 98.7 percent 
were pro-kratom. In addition, 99.8 percent of 
military veterans and 98.8 percent of health care 
professionals supported kratom. Finally, another 
key demographic that responded were senior 
citizens (55 or older), of which, 99.9 percent 
support kratom.13
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According to the Drug Enforcement Administration, 
“Drug overdose deaths have become the leading 
cause of injury death in the United States.” Citing the 
Centers for Disease Control, it notes that each day, 
129 people die from drug overdose in the United 
States and of those, 52 are due to prescription 
painkillers. It goes on to state that, “The number of 
drug poisoning deaths in 2014, the latest year for 
which data is available, involving opioid analgesics 
[painkillers] is substantial and outpaces the number 
of deaths for cocaine and heroin combined.”14 

Even though there has been a recent slight decrease 
in the abuse of controlled prescription drugs, there 
has been a corresponding increase in heroin use.

9

A NOTE ON THE OPIOD EPIDEMIC
As we have seen from the first-hand accounts 
of kratom consumers, for many it is an effective 
analgesic and has taken the place of prescription 
painkillers for those persons. For many others, it 
has proven to be an effective means of overcoming 
addictions to prescription painkiller as well as other 
drugs, such as heroin. It would be foolish to deprive 
those people the use of an affordable and effective 
means to avoid harmful opioid addiction.
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 ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTIONS
of Kratom to the U.S. Economy
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In addition to the benefits that 
enhance the quality of life of so 
many of those who consume 
kratom, it also contributes 
positive value to the U.S. 
economy. Not only has it allowed 
many to resume productive
lives that were short-circuited by 
debilitating pain, mental health 
issues or addictions, but it also 
provides jobs, enlarges the tax 
base and increases U.S. gross 
domestic product (GDP). In this 
section, we provide estimates of 
those economic contributions.

The kratom sector accounted for a total 4,640 jobs, $220.7 million in labor 
income and contributed a total of $342.1 million to U.S. GDP.

One of the challenges of this 
analysis is the lack of available 
information on kratom sales in 
the United States. There are no 
official government statistics on 
imports, sales, or consumption. 
The Botanical Education Alliance 
(BEA) conducted a survey of 163 
business owners that sell kratom, 
of which 157 participated. From 
that survey, the BEA extrapolated 
sales numbers for the rest of the 
industry (approximately 10,000 
kratom vendors), to come up with 
total $5 billion in lost revenue per 
year were kratom to be outlawed.

Based on our own discussions 
with knowledgeable industry 
insiders, this number seems high. 
As a result of those discussions, 
we have estimated that industry 
sales equals approximately $750 
million per year. This is a signifi-
cant difference that is impossible 
to reconcile at this time. However, 
our estimate is conservative and 
gives us a degree of confidence 
that we are not overestimating 
the size of the industry.

IMPACT EMPLOYMENT LABOR INCOME VALUE ADDED

Direct 2,563 $109,366,000 $145,610,000

Indirect and 
Induced 2,077 $111,334,000 $196,534,000

Total 4,640 $220,700,000 $342,144,000
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TAX PAYMENTS BY KRATOM INDUSTRY
Economic activity attributable to kratom sales is taxed at the federal, 
state, and local levels. The taxes take a variety of forms, including 
income taxes on company profits and employee wages, property taxes
on equipment and structures and excise taxes on output. The next 
table provides details on the type of taxes collected on economic 
activity attributable to U.S. kratom sales.

Kratom sales generated $53 million in federal taxes and another       
$43 million state and local taxes, for a total of $96 million in 2015.

TAX CATEGORY DIRECT INDIRECT & INDUCED TOTAL

Corporate Income Taxes $1,189,000 $6,274,000 $7,463,000

Personal Taxes $9,137,000 $9,359,000 $18,496,000

Indirect Business Taxes $3,024,000 $1,712,000 $4,736,000

Social Insurance Contributions $11,655,000 $10,942,000 $22,597,000

FEDERAL TOTAL $25,005,000 $28,287,000 $53,292,000

Corporate Income Taxes $116,280 $788,300 $904,580

Personal Taxes $2,898,000 $2,969,000 $5,867,000

Indirect Business Taxes $22,810,000 $12,920,000 $35,730,000

Social Insurance Contributions $197,420 $185,350 $382,770

State and Local Total $26,021,700 $16,862,650 $42,884,350

FEDERAL, STATE & LOCAL TOTAL $51,026,700 $45,149,650 $96,176,350
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EXPLANATION OF THE
CONTRIBUTION CATEGORIES
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The economic contributions of 
the U.S. kratom industry to the 
domestic economy include its 
direct impact plus the economic 
activity of other industries that 
supply the industry as well as the 
induced impacts of spending by 
industry employees. To quantify 
these linkages, we rely on the 
IMPLAN model, an input-output 
(I-O) model based on federal 
government data.

The IMPLAN model relies on 
employment data from the U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis 
(BEA). To derive the direct, 
indirect and induced impacts 
of the kratom industry by 
applying our estimate of industry 
sells to the “Retail: Health and 
Personal Care Stores” sector 
within the IMPLAN model. This 
sector corresponds to the North 
American Industry Classification 
System (NAICS) code 446000.

Direct Contributions
The impacts directly attributable 
to the kratom industry, such 
as employment within an 
establishment that sells kratom.

Indirect Contributions
The impact of the kratom industry 
buying goods and services 
from other industries. In other 
words, the employment in an 
industry that supplies goods and 
services to the kratom industry 
is indirectly attributable to the 
kratom industry.

Induced Contributions
The impact of the direct and 
indirect employees of the kratom 
industry spending their income.

Paul Georgia is an economist 
with years of experience in 
economic impact analysis and 
has compiled several industry 
reports. He has worked in the 
private, government and non-
profit sectors and has  conducted 
economic and statistical 
analysis on a wide range of 
topics. You may contact Paul at 
paulgeorgia22@gmail.com.
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