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What are they?
New psychoactive substances (NPS) is a general term 
for drugs that are designed to produce similar effects to 
common illicit drugs such as cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy. 
Manufacturers of these drugs use new chemicals to replace 
those that are banned and are constantly changing the 
chemical structure of the drugs to stay ahead of the law.

NPS are often also referred to as synthetic drugs, legal 
highs, herbal highs, party pills, synthetic cocaine, synthetic 
cannabis, herbal ecstasy, bath salts, plant fertiliser, herbal 
incense , new and emerging drugs (NEDs), drug analogues 
and research chemicals. These products can sometimes be 
marked ‘not for human consumption’.

Are they safer than established 
illicit drugs?
This is one of the biggest misconceptions about NPS. Just 
because they are advertised as legal, doesn’t mean they are 
safe. Given how rapidly new drugs are emerging, it is difficult 
to know the common effects of these drugs and what dose 
causes what effects.

NPS do not come with a recommended dosage printed 
on the label. They are unregulated and untested. Given the 
chemicals in these drugs are constantly changing to stay 
ahead of the law, it’s possible to receive a very different 
product from batch to batch, even if the packaging and 
name are the same.

Although there is little known about the harm potential of 
NPS, there is mounting evidence that synthetic cannabis 
is more harmful than cannabis. There is potentially an 
increased possibility of it causing psychotic symptoms and 
possibly seizures.

Are they legal?
The laws surrounding NPS are complex and differ between 
states and between state and federal law. This means that 
a drug may be illegal to import (including to buy from 
another country over the internet) under federal law, but 
may be legal to possess. However, although it may be legal 
to possess in one state, it may be illegal in another.

These laws are also constantly changing, so a drug that 
was legal to possess yesterday, could be banned tomorrow. 
Many drugs that were previously sold as legal are now 
controlled under various state and federal laws including 
mephedrone, BZP, GBL and some synthetic cannabinoids 
(such as Kronic).

Why do people use them?
 › Curiosity following increased awareness – through 
media reports.

 › Legality – the alleged legal status, although many of 
these drugs aren’t technically legal.

 › Avoidance of positive drug screens – although drug 
tests are increasingly being developed to also pick up 
these new drugs.

 › Availability – the drugs are bought online or through 
sex shops.
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Preventing and reducing harms
 › It’s very hard to determine the effects of NPS, even if 
they’ve been taken before, as these products are constantly 
changing. Activities like driving, swimming and operating 
machinery while under the influence should therefore 
be avoided.

 › The packaging of these drugs is often misleading and 
doesn’t list all the ingredients or the correct amounts. 
This can make it easy to overdose.

 › Many NPS contain a range of fillers and numbing agents 
that could lead to health problems, particularly if injected.

 › Given caffeine is contained in many products, sometimes 
in high quantities, additional caffeine consumption 
(i.e. through coffee) could lead to an overdose.

 › Most deaths from these drugs, such as suicides, have 
involved mental health conditions, so people with these 
conditions could be more at risk of harm.

 › The chemicals in some products might be cardiotoxic, lead 
to hypertension, or cause fast/irregular heartbeats. They can 
therefore cause health problems particularly amongst older 
people and people with pre-existing medical conditions.

 › It can be difficult for medical practitioners to know how 
to treat someone who has overdosed on or has health 
problems caused by NPS, given the large number of these 
drugs on the market. Treatment could be quicker and 
more effective if someone can advise exactly what has 
been taken and the dosage – supplying the packet might 
be helpful. 
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