
Research chemical drugs:  
the state of the art 
Magí Farré & Marta Torrens 

Human Pharmacology and Neurosciences 
Addiction Unit, Institut of Psychiatry 

IMIM-Hospital del Mar, Universitat Autònoma Barcelona 
mfarre@imim.es; mtorrens@imas.imim.es  



Research Chemicals 



Research Chemicals 

•  Research Chemical vs. Designer drugs 
– Different mean by different people 
– Some times used as interchangeable terms 



Research Chemicals 



Definition 

•  Designer drugs 
–  Substances intended for recreational use which are 

chemical congeners of illicit drugs or derivatives of 
approved drugs that are synthesized by “street 
chemists” with the purpose of circumventing the law 

•  Research Chemicals (RC) 
–  Substances intended for recreational use which are 

chemical congeners of illicit drugs or derivatives of 
approved drugs that are synthesized by “fine 
chemistry companies” that are sold for research or 
analytical purposes. Purpose is circumventing the law 



Designer drugs. Classification 
•  Phenylethylamines (amphetamine – mescaline 

derivatives): entactogen and hallucinogenic 
amphetamines: MDMA, 2-CE 

•  Tryptamines: 5-MeO-tryptamine 
•  Ephedrines: methcathinone or ephedrone, 

methylmethcathinone or mephedrone 
•  Piperazines: 1-benzylpiperazine or BZP 
•  Pyrrolidinophenones: MPPP 
•  Opioids: fentanyl (alfa-methyl-fentanyl) and 

meperidine derivatives (MPTP) 
•  Arylhexilamines: phencyclidine derivatives (PCE, 

TCP)  
•  Cannabinoids: spice drugs (JWH-018) 
•  Methaquolone: mecloqualone 
•  Others (GHB) 
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Designer drugs: Spice drugs 



Research Chemicals. Classification 

•  Phenylethylamines (amphetamine – mescaline 
derivatives): entactogen and hallucinogenic 
amphetamines: MDMA 

•  Ephedrines: methcathinone or ephedrone, 
methylmethcathinone or mephedrone 

•  Tryptamines: 5-MeO-tryptamine 



Distribution 
•  Designer drugs 

–  Illegal market 
–  Massive production and low quality 
–  Local or wide distribution by drug dealers 
–  Prize depends of disponibility 
–  Millions of recreational users 

•  Research Chemicals 
–  Legal or pseudo legal market 
–  Limited production and high quality product  
–  Disclaimer advice 
–  Wide distribution trough internet sites 
–  Powder capsulated by users 
–  Prize high (depends of purity) 
–  Selected population. Closed forums (in Spain) 
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Research Chemicals 

•  4-Methylmethcathinone or mephedrone 
•  Prizes GBP 

–  1g - £14 GBP 
–  5g - £60 GBP 
–  10g - £110 GBP 
–  20g - £180 GBP 
–  50g - £440 GBP 
–  Royal Mail Guaranteed Special Delivery : £5 GBP - 

whatever quantity you order. 
–  Orders up to 5g can be sent 1st Class Standard Post 

(without signature) for £1 - At your own risk 
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Research Chemicals 

•  Disclaimer & conditions of use examples 
– These chemicals are for research purposes 

only 
– Products are for laboratory research 

purposes only, and are not to be used for any 
other purposes, including but not limited to, in 
vitro diagnostic purposes, in foods, drugs, 
medicinal devices or cosmetics for humans or 
animals, for any commercial purposes.  

– Also all products are not intended by 
their manufacturer for human use or 
consumption.  



Research Chemicals 

•  Disclaimer & conditions of use examples 
– The chemical, physical, and toxicological 

properties of these chemicals have not been 
fully investigated and are not guaranteed. 



Problems 
•  Designer drugs 

–  New chemicals without previous data 
•  e.g. alfa-methyl-fentanyl 

–  New chemicals with scarce data in animal or in 
humans (not controlled)  

•  e.g. phenylethylamines and PHIKAL 

–  Defective synthesis (impurities or contamination) and/
or wrong synthesis 

•  e.g. MPPP and MPTP-induced parkinsonism 

–  Fake 

•  Research Chemicals 
–  Fake internet sites 
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Research Chemicals 

•  Summary 
– Relatively new phenomena 
– Epidemiology ????? 
– Users with some degree of expertise looking 

for new experiences 
– Subgroups of users connected to harm 

reduction organizations 
–  Internet-based 
– Future ????? 



Grazie 
Thank you for your attention 
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