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• Substance use

• Chemsex
• Definition/Terminology
• 3 main drugs
• Prevalence
• Impacts

• Harm reduction

Objectives



Substance Use



• Drug use is common

• Pattern & context varies
• Geographically
• Intermittent v. regular
• With/without sex
• Licit/illicit/borderline

Substance use



• ‘All’ drug use 2x GBMSM* cf. gen pop

• Substance use disorder (SUD) 2.5x

Substance use

*GBMSM = gay and bisexual men who have sex with men

Courtesy of Professor Adam Bourne



Compton & Jones. Substance use among men who have sex with men. NEJM (2021) 385:352-6



0%#

5%#

10%#

15%#

20%#

25%#

30%#

35%#

Het#Women# Het#Men# MSM# HIV+#MSM#

Cocaine#
MDMA#
Ketamine#
GHB/GBL#
Crystal#Meth#
Mephedrone#

Sexualised drug use at 56 Dean Street

Scrivener et al. Recreational drug use among GUM attendees. BASHH conference (2013)

Substance use:
Genito-urinary medicine (GUM) clinic



HeadlinesChemsex



In the Lancet

Kirby et al. Lancet (2013)

HeadlinesChemsex



• Sexualised drug use (SDU)
Use of drugs during sex

• Chemsex
Use of specific drugs with
specific intention to shape the 
intensity/longevity/diversity of sex

• Slamsex
Injection of chemsex drugs

Chemsex definition

Courtesy of Professor Adam Bourne



Most commonly 
reported chemsex 
drugs

Other drugs part of 
the chemsex 
scene in some 
regions

Drugs commonly 
used alongside 
chemsex

Short et al. HIV, chemsex, and the need for harm-reduction interventions to support gay, bisexual, and 
other men who have sex with men. Lancet HIV (2022) 9(10): e717-e725



M = mephedrone; T = ‘tina’, crystal methamphetamine

Courtesy of Professor Adam Bourne



In the LancetHeadlinesCrystal methamphetamine



In the LancetHeadlinesCrystal methamphetamine



In the LancetHeadlinesMephedrone



In the LancetHeadlinesMephedrone



GHB/GBL

gamma-hydroxybutyric acid/
gamma-Butyrolactone



In the LancetHeadlinesGHB/GBL



In the LancetHeadlinesGHB/GBL



Chemsex: prevalence



Global prevalence



Global prevalence



• UK
• Positive voices, 2014, past year
• 29.5% chemsex
• 10.1% slamsex

• Spain
• 22 Madrid hospitals, 2017
• 29.1% SDU
• 4.6% slamsex

Global prevalence, HIV+ GBMSM

Pufall et al. Sexualised drug use (‘chemsex’) and high-risk sexual behaviours in HIV-positive men who have 
sex with men. HIV Medicine (2018) 19: 261-270

Gonzalez-Baeza et al. Sexualised drug use (chemsex) is associated with high-risk sexual behaviours and 
sexually transmitted infections in HIV-positive men who have sex with men: data from the U-SEX GESIDA 
9416 Study. AIDS Patient Care STDs (2018) 32(3): 112-118



Chemsex: impacts



Chemsex impacts

• Prolonged chemsex sessions
= mucosally traumatic & condomless sex

• Injecting drug use

Risks
• STI, bacterial/viral
• Enteric infections
• MPX?

Pufall et al. Sexualized drug use (‘chemsex’) and high-risk sexual behaviours in HIV-positive men who have 
sex with men. HIV Medicine (2018) 19:261-270 

Thornhill et al. Monkeypox virus infection in humans across 16 countries – April-June 2022. NEJM (2022) 
387:679-691



• Meta-analyses:
• Higher risk of
• Condomless sex
• STI, within 3/12
• Living with diagnosed HIV

Chemsex impacts

Maxwell et al. Chemsex behaviours among men who have sex with men: A systematic review of the 
literature. International Journal of Drug Policy (2019) 63: 74-89 

Nevendorff et al. Prevalence of sexualised drug use and risk of HIV among sexually active MSM in East and 
South Asian countries: systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of the International AIDS Society 
(2023) 26.1; e26054



• ‘Syndemic of inequalities’
• Mental health
• Sexual health
• Substance use

• https://neuropsychiatry-hiv.com/en-
2021-mark-pakianathan/

Chemsex impacts

Pakianathan et al. Chemsex and new HIV diagnosis in gay, bisexual and other men who have sex with me 
attending sexual health clinics. HIV Medicine (2018) 19.7: 485-490



Chems4EU



• Aim
• Prevalence, chemsex in HIV+ GBMSM
• Attending HIV services
• UK, Spain, Italy, Greece

• 2ary aim: measure
• Sexual behaviour/STI
• Impacts, chemsex
• Uptake, chemsex services

Chems4EU

Whitlock et al. Chems4EU: chemsex use and its impact across four European countries in HIV-positive men 
who have sex with men attending HIV services. HIV Medicine (2021) 22: 944-957



• N = 1589
• In last 12 months
• 44.6% rec drug use
• 24.0% chemsex
• 6.5% slamsex

• Rec drug use/chemsex
• UK>Spain>Greece>Italy
• Patterns differ

Chems4EU

Whitlock et al. Chems4EU: chemsex use and its impact across four European countries in HIV-positive men 
who have sex with men attending HIV services. HIV Medicine (2021) 22: 944-957





• 382 chemsex in last 12 months
• 40.6% unwanted side-effects
• 7.1% emergency medical care
• 7.3% drug overdose

• Negatively impacted on
• Work 25.1%
• Friends/family 24.3%
• Intimate relationships 28.3%

Chems4EU: impacts

Whitlock et al. Chems4EU: chemsex use and its impact across four European countries in HIV-positive men 
who have sex with men attending HIV services. HIV Medicine (2021) 22: 944-957



• Factors assoc with chems use
in HIV+ GBMSM in England

• Univariable analysis (OR):
• London clinic (2.14)
• Missing 3+ ART (3.08)
• 10+ sex partners (8.34)
• Group sex (6.81)
• Fisting (4.99)
• Bacterial STI in last y (3.76)
• Unsure/unhappy with sex life (2.21)

Associated factors

Whitlock et al. Factors associated with chemsex in HIV+ MSM attending English HIV services. 
BHIVA/BASHH 5th joint conference (2021): P77



Chems4EU: impacts

Whitlock et al. Chems4EU: chemsex use and its impact across four European countries in HIV-positive men 
who have sex with men attending HIV services. HIV Medicine (2021) 22: 944-957



• Acute intoxication assoc. amphetamine
• Oct 18 – Oct 20
• HIV+, ED, Hospital Clinic, BCN

• N=170
• 28.2% severe intoxication

(admission >=6h)
• 12 (7.1%) ITU
• 2 (1%) died

Chems impacts

Perello et al. Amphetamine-related implications in people living with HIV: an observational study in an 
Emergency Department in Barcelona (Spain) from 2018 to 2020. HIV Medicine (2023) 24: 260-266





• Chems4EU
• Missed ART doses
• 3+ in last 14/7 (5.5% v 2.3%; aOR 2.54) 

• REACH, London, UK (2014-15)
• Sub-optimal clinic attendance
• aOR 1.71

Chems & HIV

Whitlock et al. Chems4EU: chemsex use and its impact across four European countries in HIV-positive men 
who have sex with men attending HIV services. HIV Medicine (2021) 22: 944-957

Howarth et al. The association between use of chemsex drugs and HIV clinic attendance among gay and 
bisexual men living with HIV in London. HIV Medicine (2021) 22: 641-649



Chems & ART

www.hiv-druginteractions.org/prescribing_resources/hiv-guidance-chemsex



Harm reduction



Obstacles

• Not a problem in your population?

• You forget to ask
– Proformas; ?prompts

• Panic!
– Your own knowledge
• Drugs; effects; potential problems

– Authenticity
• Terminology
• Local use – which ones are out there
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Scrivener et al. Recreational drug use among GUM attendees. BASHH conference (2013)

Chems impacts



Asking about substance use



Asking about substance use



Strong et al. HIV, chemsex, and the need for harm-reduction interventions to support gay, bisexual, and 
other men who have sex with men. Lancet HIV (2022) 9(10): e717-e725

Harm reduction



• Brief discussion in consultation

• Referral to counselling team:

• Assessment & therapeutic intervention

• Motivation interviewing (risk reduction)

• CBT (behavioural therapy)

• Brief psychodynamic therapy

• Refrral to addiction services

Chemsex support
What do we offer



• HIV/GUM clinic

• Brief MI (motivational interviewing)

• Health advisor team

• Substance use support: CODE

• One-to-one with counsellor

• Online resources

• Risk reduction advice

• Club drug clinic: clinical intervention

Chemsex support
Chemsex support at 56DS



Location



Welcoming space



Care plan



ChemSex CARE PLAN
Care plan



Risk reduction
Needle/syringe programmes



Risk reduction
Needle/syringe programmes



Clinical intervention



Guidance for 
paramedics in Clubs…



Crystal meth psychosis

• Presents with apparent drug-induced 
psychosis:

– Reassure that they are safe
– Assess if patient is a risk to:
• Themselves
• Others

– Refer to A&E (ER) if appropriate
• Liaison psychiatry



Management: G detox

• If patients are using G:

– If using daily for 4 consecutive days or more

– Do not stop without medical advice

– Immediately to A&E (ER) if no more supply
• Call ahead to A&E (ER) to alert staff about G withdrawal 

symptoms



What can you do?

• Be aware of recreational drugs, their short- and long-
term effects and risks

• Be aware of potential drug-drug interactions 
between antiretrovirals and drugs

• Provide safety advice on possible harm and sources 
of information

• Agree referral pathways into appropriate services



Evaluation



Outcomes

• Starting to see evaluations
• Randomised controlled trial
• Hong Kong

• Lower PrEP use
• Intervention promoted testing and 

condom use
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Any questions?



Thank You for Your Attendance!
Please visit us at:

www.prn.org


