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Overview
• How to categorize intoxicants by action 

• What is a “club drug”?

• How are stimulants and hallucinogens related 
and different; what is an empathogen?

• How to manage acute intoxication on 
hallucinogens (and ketamine)

• What is GHB? 
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Which are “club drugs”?

• Sedatives
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The problem with the term 
“Club Drug”

It defines a drug by where it is used and who uses it.

Define drugs of abuse like an Internist:
by their mechanism of action.
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Each actives 
monoamine 
systems 



Monoamine Spectrum

Stimulant:
Dopaminergic
Adrenergic 
Addictive
CV/SZ/SI risks

Hallucinogen:
Serotonergic
Mild N.epi
Nonaddictive
Psychiatric risk

Empathogen:
Balanced effects  
Addictive?
Harmful?



Monoamine Spectrum
(e.g. phenethylamine)

Amphetamine Mescaline

MDMA 
(3,4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine)



Sasha Shulgin invented
230 Phenethylamine and 
Tryptamine intoxicants 



Middle Spectrum Monoamine Agonist 
Actions & Names 

Empathogen

Entactogen Entheogen

Closeness to 
& Understanding

of others 

Religious experience 
or cosmic awareness 

Enhanced or altered 
tactile sensationsBody Buzz Religiosity 

Love



Cathinones: another base structure from 
which to make novel monoamine agonists  



Monoamine agonists 

• Phenethylamines
• Amphetamines, mescaline, Molly

• Cathinones
• Khat, bath salts, mephedrone

• Tryptamines 
• DMT, psilocybin, foxy methoxy





Two 30-year-old Oregonian 
men attempted to 
purchase 2CE online from 
china and received Aniline 
instead. They had severe 
methemoglobinemia.

In Oklahoma two youth 
died after ordering 2CE and 
instead  receiving “Bromo 
Dragonfly” a more potent 
substance 

www.oregon.gov/oha/ph/DiseasesConditions/CommunicableDisease/CDSummaryNewsletter/Documents/2012/ohd6107.pdf



Methamphetamines used to make ersatz “pills”

All club drugs should be assumed to be methamphetamines 



Imagine hundreds of novel synthetic drugs in each category

• Sedatives
• Gaba agonists

• Dissociatives
• NMDA antagonists

• Cannabinoids
• CB1 agonists

• Opioids
• Mu opioid receptor agonists

• Stimulants
• Norepi, Dopamine and 5HT agonists

• Empathogens
• 5HT and Norepi, Dopamine agonists 

• Hallucinogens 
• 5HT and Norepi, Dopamine agonists 



The future of addictive drugs is 
synthetic compounds cooked in 

clandestine labs.



A good source for 
info about novel 
drugs.

I gave up learning 
the new drug 
names.  

I know the classes 
of drugs and their 
presentation and 
syndromes.

https://www.erowid.org/

Erowid:  The Wikipedia of drugs



How are dissociatives (ketamine) 
different from hallucinogens (LSD)?
• Ketamine (NMDA antagonist) creates a dissociative 

state– the cognition and perception are dissociated 
from each other

• Users may lack insight and become frightened
• Offering reassurance interpreted as more confusing and 

threatening perceptual input
• Keep stimulus low (light, noise, vitals) & fingers crossed

• LSD (serotonin agonist) alters perceptual 
experience without dissociating it from cognition

• Retained insight their experience is the result of LSD
• Healthcare workers should offer calm reassurance 
• Those with underlying psychosis may become unstable 



What is GHB or “G”?
• Gaba agonist (like benzos, barbs)
• Sedative properties: amnesia, anxiolysis, 

disinhibition, muscle relaxation, ataxia, soporific
• FDA approved (Xyrem) for narcolepsy 
• Many illicit uses:

• Come down from stimulant use
• Properly dosed, G causes mellowing 
• Date rape drug (colorless/flavorless undetectable by tox)
• Stimulates IGF- body builders use for anabolic effects

• Classic overdose: 
Young individual presents unarousable, intubated, and 24 
hours later abruptly awakes and self-extubates 



Summary 

• Stimulants, empathogens and hallucinogens exist 
on a spectrum of activity and effects

• Phenethylamines, tryptamines, and cathinones can 
be chemically modified into many novel intoxicants

• Many poorly characterized agents on this spectrum 
• Purity concerns, unknown actions of designer drugs
• Other club drugs (G, K) should be understood by 

their receptor action



Thank you!
Questions?
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