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Head Shop Psychoactive 
Substances (HSPS)? 

 

•Alternatives to illicit drugs 
 
•‘legal highs’ / ‘new psychoactive 

substances’ 
 
•'plant food' & 'not for human consumption' 
 
• Safer alternative to illicit drugs? 
 
•fewer shops – readily accessible on-line 



Types HSPS    

 

Smokable 
'Smoke' / 'Spice' = herbs impregnated with 

synthetic cannabinoids 
(Griffiths et al. 2010)  
Snortable 
Mephedrone = A cathinone, powder,    cocaine 

alternative.   Amphetamine and/or ecstasy- like 
effect 

(Morris 2010) 

Party Pills 
BZP (Benzylpiperazine) & TFMPP taken orally,    

ecstasy-like effect 
(Wilkins et al. 2007)  



Background to the Study 

 

Adolescents who use drugs problematically: 

•Do poorly academically 
•Legal consequences 
•Mental health related difficulties 
•Homelessness 
  
•Little research into adolescent HSPS use 
•> unknowns with HSPS 
•> 90 new psychoactive substances 

identified (EMCDDA) 



Drug use among Irish 
Adolescents  

 
Irish 15-16 yr olds in school 
 
•Lifetime use of any illegal drug = 22% 
 
•Lifetime use of cannabis = 20% 
 
•Cannabis use in the last year = 13%  
 
(ESPAD 2009)  
 



Use of HSPS in Europe  
among 12 – 24 yr olds 

Flash EB Series #330 -Youth attitudes on drugs -Survey 
conducted by The Gallup Organization, Hungary upon the 
request of Directorate-General Justice  
 



Aims & Methodology 
•Prevalence & motives 
•Social & psychological impacts   
•Participants’ perceptions’ of parent’s attitudes 
•Impact of government legislation 
 
•Quantative - Adapted ESPAD questionnaire (Hibell et al. 

2009) 
•Cannabis Abuse Screening Test (CAST) (Legleye et al.  

2007) 
 
•Read in face to face interviews (n=24), 5 and 25 minutes  
•April – June 2011 
 
•Participants (n=24), 4 adolescent treatment services  
•Parental consent needed < 18's 
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RESEARCH RESULTS 

 

  Motives for use? 

 

    Where       

accessed? 

 

   Prevalence?  



Motives for Use of HSPS 

Curiosity

To Feel High

Nothing To Do

To Forget Problems

Not To Stand Out

Was Told it was Great

Cheap & Easy to Get

Boredom

Because they were Legal

For the Experience

Because of Alcohol Use

Cocaine Substitute
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Shared among a group  

of friends 73% (n=17) 
61% (n=14)  

Bought from a friend 

32% (n=8) bought in Head Shop,   
2 asked over18 yr old to buy  

 Where might you Access now? 

70% on the street, 66% dealer ,  

25% on internet, 20% in school 

Where accessed? 

46% (n=11) were never refused  
service in a Head Shop 



Prevalence of Use of HSPS 

Smokable Snortable Party Pills
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Variety of Snortable 

 79% (n=19)  lifetime use 

 

Knowns  

 

&  

 

Unknowns 



Perceived Psychological & Social 

Impacts of HSPS Use 



Perceived Psychological Effects of 
Snortable HSPS Use 

Conversation Probs

Concentration Diffs

Concentration Loss

Paranoia

Perception Probs

Feeling Less Shy

Exp Feelings Intensly

More Outgoing

Less inhibited

Enjoyment
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Any thing else you would like to add? 
Feedback on HSPS use  

“Worse comedown than from illegal drugs. 
Once I thought I was going to die - an 
awful experienceò. 

ñMood swings and very emotional 
after using Mephedrone ò 

ñThey make you hallucinate, especially the 
salviaò 
ñPanic attacks from smoking head shop stuffò 



Accidents

Unprotected Sex

Regretted Sex

Problems with Friends

Trouble with Gardai

Physical Fights

Problems with Parents

Neg impact on School or Work
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Negative Social Consequences 
Attributed to Snortable HSPS Use 
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Comparison of Impacts 

 

Smokable 
HSPS 

 

Snortable 
HSPS 

  

Party 
Pills 

Negative 
Social 

Consequences 

 

 
19% 

 

 
46% 

 

 
17% 

Negative 
Psychological 
Consequences 

 
 

67% 

 
 

 
42% 

 
 

 
36% 



Feedback on Snortable  & 
Mephedrone Use 

ñMood swings and very 
emotional after using 
Mephedrone - Iôd advise 
people not to use themò 

ñThey f--k you up big time. 1 in 5 chance 
that youôd commit a crime, assault, or 
killing yourself with snortable, you think 
you are an artificial character and your 
worst fears come to lifeò 

ñHeart palpitations from Snortable the next dayò 



Perceptions of Paternal Reactions to Use of 
Mood Altering Substances 



Impact of the Ban 

No as easy to get

No impact

I stopped

I felt dependent

Were available on street

Moved to illegal drug

Drugs more expensive

 Became depresssed
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How Difficult are HSPS to Buy 
now? 

4.2
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Thank you for listening 
 

Questions, comments? 
 

email 
 

ann.campbell1@hse.ie 


