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New psychoactive substances and chemsex
David Stuart Course

In memory of 
David Stuart

HIV activist and 
researcher who led 
global efforts to reduce 
the harms of chemsex.
He was born on Jan 28, 
1967 in Adelaide, SA, 
Australia, and died on 
Jan 10, 2022 in 
London, UK, aged 54 
years





What is Chemsex?
Chemsex is a novel phenomenon referred to drug 
consumption in a sexualized context to facilitate, 
enhance and prolong the experience among Men who 
have Sex with Men (MSM)
(HM Government, 2017)
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It represents a specific pattern of use with peculiar characteristics 
from other substances consumptions (Morris, 2019; Stuart, 2013).



Which are the risks?
• STIs
• HAART, PrEP, PEP, TasP or other therapies 

adherence
• Substances Interaction (with other drugs or therapies)
• Higher number of partners/group sex 
• Higher-risk sexual practices
• Slamming/Needle sharing
• Condomless intercourses normalization
• Adverse mental health outcomes
• Addiction and intoxication
• Overdose (especially with GHB/GBL)
• Violence and abuse
• Performative sex
• Chemsex exclusivity
• Solitary practice

Tomkins et al., 2019, Bourne & Weatherburn, 2017



Why MSM? Three main reasons
• Minority stress factors 

associated to Gay 
identities (e.g., social, 
cultural, and religious 
negative attitudes towards 
homosexuality and 
homonegativity)

• HIV-stigma and AIDS 
history

• Technological/sexual 
revolution that exacerbate 
the “gay hook-up culture”

Stuart (2019; 2013) 



Why MSM? Quantitative evidences

Lawn et al., 2019



History of chemsex
Since 2012, chemsex quickly became identified in big cities and sex-
on-premise venues with a substantial incidence among MSM 3-29% 
among cohort and cross-sectional studies Maxwell et al., 2019;

Tomkins et al., 2019





History of substances use among MSM

• 90s/early 2000 - The illicit drugs most 
commonly used were cannabis and 
three stimulants: amphetamine (speed), 
methylenedioxymethamphetamine 
(MDMA or ecstasy) and cocaine

• Since 2000 – Rise of two other 
stimulants: methylmethcathinone
(mephedrone) and crystal 
methamphetamine (crystal meth). In 
addition, another depressant has also 
emerged: γ-hydroxybutyric acid 
(‘GHB/GBL’)

Weatherburn et al., 2017



Chemsex in Europe
Research in Europe has revealed differences in chemsex between 
regions and cities, within substances, settings, patterns, motivations, 
and experiences. 

Whitlock et al., 2021; Schmidt et al., 2016







Which drugs? The CHEMS
Not all substance use in sexual contexts is chemsex!

The drugs most frequently used in chemsex are crystal methamphetamine, 
cathinone (mephedrone, 3MMC, 4MMC), and GHB/GBL 
(gammahydroxubutyrate/gammabutyrolactone).

In Italy, the use of freebased cocaine is also relevant among chems. 
Moreover, an increasing of MDPV use is observed in the last years.

Chems are often associated with other substances such as alcohol, 
ketamine, cocaine, amyl/alkyl nitrates (poppers) and PDE-5 inhibitors . 

(Stuart, 2019; Bourne & Weatherburn, 2017; Nimbi et al., 2020)



Whitlock et al., 2021



Substances

• In 2019, a greater diffusion of GHB and crack cocaine in the Roman context 
was reported, while crystal methanphetamine and mephedrone were more 
available in Milan in addition to GHB

• Rarity of slamming vs increasing of intramuscular injection



Italian experiences of chemsex
• Chemsex is usually practiced in private 

places
• Most of the interviewees reported to 

participate in chemsex sessions about 1-2 
times per month. 

• Concurrence with major gay events in Italy 
and abroad, such as “Circuit” in Barcelona 
and “La Demence” in Brussels.

• Solitary practice is a rising phenomena
• How covid pandemia has affected chemsex

practice in Italy?



First Chemsex experience
Three main entries: Through friends/acquaintances, virtual contacts in chat and 
meeting applications or introduced by romantic partners.
Traveling to cities where the phenomenon of chemsex is more widespread 
favors the first experience of chemsex for some participants.
Variable onset, between 20 and 30 years old, with some men having had their 
first experiences before the age of 18 and others after the age of 50.
New / first users of substances

“My first time, I had only observed what was happening. 
I was so much scared to take drugs, but at the same time 
I was full of curiosity” Giovanni (Bisexual, 27) 

Marco (Gay, 28) described how 
he chose to contact people on 
chats on a Sunday morning 
"still horny from the past night 
in a club" and to have been 
invited to participate in a 
chemsex party that went on 
from Friday night and that 
would have been lasted all day 
long.

“I approached it before the age of 18 as a game. I went 
to many club, I went to many parties. After the club, 
there was often an after/chill out at home of some 
friends where we can have pills and cocaine" Ivan - Gay, 
30 

Nimbi et al., 2020



Emotions related to the first 
chemsex experience

• Generally positive first experience
• Feelings of control of the substance and the situation
• Some men reported ambivalent or negative emotions, 

especially related to the fear and guilt that followed the event 
(for using substances, for putting themselves at risk or for 
letting themselves go "too much")

Nimbi et al., 2020



Final considerations
• Chemsex is an evolving phenomena with intersectional meanings
• Recognizing the positive and empowering aspects of chemsex practice 

is central
• Talking about it in different health and community settings is essential
• There is an urgent need for investment in harm reduction policies, 

which still remain limited in our country
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