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Outline

 What is ChemSex?

 How common is ChemSex?

 What we know and what we don’t know…

 What can be done



What is ChemSex?

The term ‘Chemsex’ refers to: 

 the use of specific drugs

 before or during sex

 by gay men

But there is much more than this… 



Mephedrone Crystal Meth GHB/GBL Ketamine Others…

Cocaine,
Crack,
MDMA,

and more to come

Mephedrone is a 
stimulant drug in 

the form of a white 
powder that can be 
snorted, swallowed, 
injected (slammed) 
and injected in the 
arse with a syringe 

with the needle 
taken off (booty 

bump). 

Crystal meth is a 
very powerful 

stimulant that can 
be smoked through 

a glass pipe and 
snorted. It can also 

be injected 
(slammed) and 

injected in the arse 
with a syringe with 

the needle taken off 
(booty bump). 

GHB (Gamma 
hydroxybutyrate) is 

an anaesthetic; 
GBL (Gamma 

butyrolactone) is 
closely related to 
GHB (pro-drug). 
GHB/GBL are 

water-like liquids, to 
be drunk with water 
or other soft drinks.

Ketamine is a 
powder which is 

usually snorted, the 
effects usually last 

around 45-90 
minutes. If injected 

or swallowed, 
effects can last for 
up to three hours.



"Chemsex and drug use among MSM in Kyiv: new challenges – 2nd European Chemsex Forum, Berlin 2018



ChemSex is more than sex and drugs

 Role of dating apps

 ‘Alternative’ social ritual

 Potentially linked to sexual health

 Potentially linked to mental health





Potential harm related to chemsex

 Harms related to physical health
 Harms related to mental health
 Lost time
 Harms related to employment and finance
 Social and relational harms
 Harms related to the gay community 

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf



Potential harm related to chemsex

 Harms related to physical health
 Overdose 
 Disturbed sleeping problems 
 Injection site injuries
 Sexual consent concerns 

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf



Potential harm related to chemsex

 Harms related to mental health
 Anxiety attacks 
 Acute paranoia 
 Sexual dependency 

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf



Potential harm related to chemsex

 Lost time
 Sessions can last between 4 hours and 4 days
 Some find it difficult to regulate how much 

time they spent looking for, or having, 
chemsex

 Time for recovery is also needed

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf



Potential harm related to chemsex

 Harms related to employment and finance
 cost of drug use, in particular the high cost of 

crystal meth 
 missing work because of “comedowns”, poor 

concentration and diminished cognitive ability

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf



Potential harm related to chemsex

 Social and relational harms
 While many recalled looking after others who overdosed, sometimes …men 

being ignored, stepped over or even assaulted when they had over-dosed 
 Many participants were critical of the sexually focussed and inebriated 

interaction with other men during chemsex, which stood in stark comparison 
to other social relationships, or their ideal romantic relationships. 

 Some men also described damage to relationships or hurt caused to 
partners, friends and families as a result of prioritising chemsex over social 
engagements. 

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf



Potential harm related to chemsex

 Harms related to the gay community 
 lack of care for one other 
 chemsex was sometimes hypothesised as a way to 

treat, escape or alleviate symptoms of isolation, 
shame, or homophobia 

 Others saw it as a rebellious reaction to 
normalisation of being gay.

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf



Potential harm related to chemsex

 Harms related to physical health
 Harms related to mental health
 Lost time
 Harms related to employment and finance
 Social and relational harms
 Harms related to the gay community 

A Bourne et al. The Chemsex Study: drug use in sexual settings among gay and bisexual men in Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham . Sigma Research 
http://sigmaresearch.org.uk/files/report2014a.pdf

All related to a small minority of respondents



How common is ChemSex?

Men who have sex with men



How common is ChemSex?

Men who have sex with men

MSM ever taking drugs
 ≅ 50%1

1 Frankis J et al, Low levels of chemsex among men who have sex with men, but high levels of risk among men who engage in chemsex: analysis of a cross-
sectional online survey across four countries. Sex Health. 2018 Mar 29. doi: 10.1071/SH17159.
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months
8.2%1 to 29.5% 2



How common is ChemSex?

Men who have sex with men

MSM ever taking drugs
 ≅ 50%1

1 Frankis J et al, Low levels of chemsex among men who have sex with men, but high levels of risk among men who engage in chemsex: analysis of a cross-
sectional online survey across four countries. Sex Health. 2018 Mar 29. doi: 10.1071/SH17159.
2 EL Pufall et al, Sexualized drug use (‘chemsex’) and high‐risk sexual behaviours in HIV‐positive men who have sex with men . HIV Medicine 2018 Jan 24. https://
doi.org/10.1111/hiv.12574
3 Hickson et al (2016) State of play: Findings from 2014 Gay men’s sex survey: www.sigmaresearch.org.uk 

MSM taking drugs in last 12 
months
8.2%1 to 29.5% 2

last 4 wks
4%3



How common is ChemSex?

Hickson et al (2016) State of play: Findings from 2014 Gay men’s sex survey: www.sigmaresearch.org.uk 

Among respondents in 
England: 6.6%
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How common is ChemSex?

The odds of reporting chemsex in the last year were significantly higher for:
• men aged 36-45 years (AOR=1.96), 
• single men (AOR=1.83), 
• men who were HIV positive (AOR=4.01), 
• men who report high-risk sex (AOR=4.46), 
• being fisted (AOR=7.77) 
• had sex in exchange for goods other than money (AOR=4.7) 
• men who reported an HIV test in the last 3 months (AOR=1.53).

1 Frankis J et al, Low levels of chemsex among men who have sex with men, but high levels of risk among men who engage in chemsex: analysis of a cross-
sectional online survey across four countries. Sex Health. 2018 Mar 29. doi: 10.1071/SH17159.



What can we do?

Get informed
• 2nd European ChemSex Forum: 

https://goo.gl/DVqGpd
• Chemsex mailing list: 

https://chemsex.groups.io/



What can we do?

 Inform, inform, inform…



What can we do?

How you do things is crucial:
• Do not judge!
• Chemsex is NOT a problem by itself: no one but the person 

himself can decide if he has a problem with Chemsex
• Personalise: drug use patterns are not the same for 

everyone
• Try and use an appropriate language for your target group



What can we do?

Let’s talk about ChemSex!



Conclusions
• Chemsex is part of the gay community, although it (still?) 

affects only a minority
• Not ‘any’ Chemsex is problematic: many gay men can 

manage to use drugs without big problems, but for a small 
minority of people, Chemsex can ruin their lives

• Information is missing: the gay community can play a big role 
in promoting harm reduction strategies

• It is crucial to avoid any judgement: Chemsex users should 
feel welcomed within the gay groups, not excluded



Thank you for your attention

Giulio Maria Corbelli

giuliomaria.corbelli@eatg.org
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