
Journal Nursing Valencia 4, December 2024
Colegio Oficial de Enfermería de Valencia, Spain
ISSN 2952-3192

CHEMSEX IN SPAIN A GROWING CONCERN

AUTHOR

LIDIA GRAÑA CALVO. A nurse from the Health Service of Galicia (SERGAS) 

Received:
January 18, 2024

Accepted:
April 16, 2024

Published on-line:
December 2024

There is no conflict of interest with 
or financing from any public or 
private body.

ABSTRACT

Introduction:  Chemsex,  characterised  by  the  intentional  use  of 
psychoactive drugs to have sex – usually between men who have 
sex with men (MSM) – is a growing phenomenon that entails serious 
health  risks.  The  purpose  of  this  review  is  to  understand  and 
approach the subject from different points of view, as well as to take 
a deeper look at the profile of those who practice it in Spain.

Material  and  Methods:  A  number  of  scientific  databases  were 
searched  using  specific  keywords.  The  studies  selected  met  the 
criteria of relevance, quality and originality.

Results. Of the 279 studies initially located, a total of 14 were finally 
included,  combining  those  extracted  from  databases  with  other 
sources.

Discussion: Chemsex in Spain is linked to the easy availability of 
recreational drugs, social pressure and a lack of awareness of the 
risks involved. The LGTBIQ+ community is the one most affected. 
The practice of Chemsex is associated with an increase in sexually 
transmitted  diseases,  addictions,  increased  sexual  violence  and 
mental health problems.

Conclusions: Chemsex is seen as an increasingly serious problem 
in Spain, entailing significant consequences for public health; hence 
it is necessary to implement measures to prevent and treat it, and to 
ensure broad access to specialised support  services and promote 
collaboration between health professionals and other institutions.

KEY WORDS: Chemsex, Spain, drugs, sex, public health, 
prevention.
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INTRODUCTION

The term ‘Chemsex’ refers to the intentional use of psychoactive drugs to engage in sexual activities, 
especially between men who have sex with men, in sessions that may last several hours or days and 
involve one or multiple partners(1) (2). The use of drugs in the context of sexual activities is not new, so 
the term Chemsex emerged to specifically define this practice within the LGTBIQ+ community.

It  is  mainly  characterised  by  the  use  of  drugs  such  as  methamphetamine,  mephedrone,  gamma-
hydroxybutyrate,  gamma-butyrolactone  and  ketamine(1)  (2)  (3).  It  should  also  be  noted  that  these 
practices are not limited to Spain,  but  can be observed globally;  prevalence rates vary in different 
regions(4) (5).

The use of the term Chemsex in Spain has become popular in the technical literature, medical services 
and media as it implies an increased risk of transmission of sexually transmitted diseases (6), as well 
as an increase in the development of mental health problems and possible overdose of drugs used for 
sexual purposes(1) (2) (6). 

In Spain, Chemsex has been widely described in recent years in various studies that have attempted to 
characterise the population that engages in this practice in order to see the prevalence, the places 
where it is performed, the socio-cultural and socio-economic level of participants and the substances 
that  are most  commonly used during practice(1)  (2)  (3)  (6).  The importance of  conducting a study on 
Chemsex in Spain therefore lies in the need to understand and address this emerging phenomenon in 
the field of public health. 

Despite the existence of previous research in other countries(5), it is essential to be aware of the specific 
situation in Spain due to the cultural, social and health particularities of the country. This will allow the 
design of effective prevention and treatment strategies adapted to the current situation in the country. 
Furthermore, being aware of the prevalence and associated risk factors in Spain will contribute to the 
generation of public policies that respond to the needs of the population affected.

For all of the above reasons, the main goal of this literature review is an exhaustive analysis of current 
scientific studies on Chemsex within the context of Spain. In addition, a series of more specific goals 
has been proposed: 

    • To identify the prevalence of this practice in the Spanish population and to find out the associated 
risk factors. 

    • To describe the profile of Chemsex participants in terms of age, gender and sexual orientation. 

    • To examine the substances used, as well as their impact on the physical and mental health of the  
people involved. 

By means of this analysis, the aim is therefore to provide a global and updated vision of Chemsex in  
Spain, in order to contribute to the prevention, early detection and treatment of the problem.

2



Journal Nursing Valencia 4 December 2024

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The present study is designed as a literature review, where the aim is to analyse the current literature in 
order to find the scientific evidence on this topic today.

In order to carry out  the search for  the studies to be included,  the first  step was to establish the 
following key words: Chemsex, Spain, drugs, sex, public health, prevention. These keywords were then 
converted into scientific language using MeSH and DeCS descriptors, and by combining them with 
Boolean operators, the PubMed, ScienceDirect and Dialnet databases were consulted, from which the 
studies were finally extracted.

The search strategies followed in each of the databases are shown below (Table 1), including the filters 
used, results, number of articles selected and date of last access:

Table 1: Search strategy in databases.

DATABASE
Search 

equations
Filters Results

Articles 
selected

Date of latest 
access

PubMed

“chemsex 
Spain” OR 
“chemsex 
España”

Free full text, 
last 5 years

46 6 29 May 2024

 Dialnet

“chemsex 
Spain” 
“chemsex 
España”

Articles 11 1 29 May 2024

ScienceDirect

“chemsex 
Spain” OR 
“chemsex 
España”

56 2 30 May 2024

It should be noted that in addition to using the studies obtained from the aforementioned databases, 
other articles and reports extracted from other sources of information were also included. 

The inclusion criteria were: articles published in the last 5 years, with available access to the full text,  
published in any language, high methodological quality and published in prestigious journals and those 
that analyse the Chemsex situation in the Spanish context. 

Articles published before 2019, with restricted access to the full text, were excluded. 

As forestudy variables, the following were analysed: prevalence of patients who practice Chemsex, 
associated risk factors, particularities of patients who practice Chemsex and impact on physical and 
mental health.  

The synthesis and analysis of the results obtained was evaluated in a mainly qualitative manner, and in 
addition, the description of the results was carried out following a narrative pattern with the aim of 
comparing all relevant information for the study. 

It  should  be  noted  that  the  bibliographic  references  were  organised  using  the  Zotero  reference 
manager.
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Figure 1 below shows in detail the steps carried out from the initial search for articles to their final  
inclusion, in the updated version from 2020, following the PRISMA declaration:

Figure 1: PRISMA flowchart

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Chemsex has emerged as a growing concern in society in Spain due to its potential health risks. Some 
of the risk factors associated with Chemsex in Spain include easy access to recreational drugs, social 
pressure to engage in high-risk sexual activities and a lack of awareness about the dangers of the 
practice. (1) (2) (6).

The  availability  of  some  of  the  drugs  associated  with  this  practice,  such  as  methamphetamine, 
mephedrone and GHB, has facilitated the practice of Chemsex among certain population groups. (1) (2) 

(3). These substances are known for their euphoric and stimulant effects, which can lead to increased 
sexual activity and risky behaviour. In addition, social pressure to engage in Chemsex, especially in 
LGTBIQ+ communities, can be a significant risk factor. (7). 

The perception that Chemsex is an acceptable way of socialising and experimenting with sexuality may 
lead to an increase in its practice among certain groups of people. Lack of awareness of the dangers of  
Chemsex also contributes to its prevalence in Spain. Many people may be unaware of the health risks 
associated  with  recreational  drug  use  during  sexual  encounters,  which  can  lead  to  serious 
consequences for their physical and emotional well-being. (8). It is essential to address these risk factors 
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in Chemsex in Spain through education, awareness raising and the provision of appropriate support 
services for people affected.

In Spain, the practice of Chemsex is most prevalent in large cities such as Barcelona and Madrid, and 
in gay tourism destinations such as Maspalomas, Torremolinos and Sitges.  (1). The profile of people 
who engage in Chemsex canvary, but it tends to be associated with certain population groups, such as 
the LGTBIQ+ community  (3) (7). Furthermore, not all sexualised substance useis defined asChemsex; 

the definition refers rather to a very specific profile of men who have sex with men (MSM) (5) (6). There 
are other types of drug use in other sexual contexts such as prostitution and swingers’ clubs, but these 
are different settings, where the substances of choice, the way of accessing them, the duration of the 
sexual encounter, the number of participants, the epidemiological situation of HIV and other STDs in 
these population groups, among other factors, are clearly different, and so the meaning of the practices 
and their implications are not of the same nature.  (6) (7). These groupsin particularmay have different 
motivations for engaging in Chemsex, ranging from the pursuit of sexual pleasure to experimentation 
with recreational drugs (1) (2) (4) (6) (8).

As mentioned above, access to these types of substances andpracticesis very easy in certain tourist 
destinations and above all, through certain applications that put users in contact with each other and 
encourage these types of activities, (9) (10) >which in addition, have their own specific slang for names, 
as shown in the following table (Table 2):

Table 2: Different types of substances used in Chemsex and how they are named in different 

applications. Adapted from (4). 

Substance Names used

Methamphetamine T, Tina, tic, Ice Rock

Mephedrone MF, Mef, Meph

GBH G, GBH, gh

Ketamine K, Ket, Keta

MDMA Crystal, Cris, Xts

Popper POP, ppr, Popper, Pper,...

Cannabis Weed, Joint, Marihuana, grass, 420

Viagra Blues, Blu3s, Blues, VG, VGRA,… 

The impact of Chemsex on Spanish society is significant, (1) (2)as it may contribute to an increase in 
sexually transmitted infections, sexual violence and mental health problems among those who engage 
in it.  (8) (11).  More specifically,  the study drawn up by Palma et  al  .  (12)shows that sexual  practices 
involving the use of drugs, particularly injecting drugs, are closely associated with an increased risk of 
viral diseases such as HIV and HCV.  In addition, it should also be noted that Chemsex can have 
serious and severe repercussions on the interpersonal relationships and daily lives of those affected. (8) 

(11) (13) (14).

It is essential to make an effort to better understand the profile of people who engage in Chemsex in  
Spain  and  to  address  their  specific  needs  through  specialised  support  services  and  prevention 
programmes. Indeed, access to support services for people affected by Chemsex can be limited, which 
makes prevention and treatment all  the more difficult  ,  soitis essential to improve the availability of 
resources and support programmes for those affected by Chemsex (4).

Current statistics on Chemsex in Spain in terms of prevalence show the need for greater attention to 
this public health problem. (1) (2). As the practice of Chemsex is still a growing concern, it is crucial for 
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measures to be put in place in order to ensure that those affected have access to the care and support 
they need to receive the care and treatment necessary to protect their health and wellbeing. (1) (2) (15).

Health professionals play a key role in the prevention and treatment of Chemsex in our country as their 
ability to identify the signs and symptoms of Chemsex and provide information and resources for those 
affected is essential if we wish to effectively address the problem.  (1) (2) (16).  It is importantfor health 
professionals  to  be trained to  identify  the signs and symptoms of  Chemsex.Collaboration between 
health  professionals  and  other  sectors,  such  as  the  government  and  other  organisations,  is  also 
essential in order to comprehensively address the problem of Chemsex in Spain. (3).

Current trends suggest that this practice will remain a significant concern in the future, (1) (2) (17)And so 
the  impact  on  public  health  could  be  significant  if  measures  are  not  taken  to  effectively  address 
Chemsex. (18). To alleviate this situation, it is essential that efforts are made to prevent the practice and 
to provide support services for those affected. 

The impact on public health in Spain can be mitigated if effective Chemsex prevention and treatment  
strategies are implemented. (1) (2) (16) (17). In fact, as of 2019, pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) strategies 

are being implemented in which many of the users had practiced Chemsex, (18) (19) (20)as shown in the 
PrEP programme implemented by the Self-Governing Region of Madrid, which included 2,256 users. 
90% of the participants were men. The results observed show that to date, a multidisciplinary approach 
capable  of  improving  the  current  situation  is  still  required.  (20)It  istherefore  crucial  to  continue 
researching and addressing this problem proactively in order to protect the health and wellbeing of 
people in Spain.

The main limitation of the present review lies in the limited number of studies found that specifically 
cover the situation in regard to Chemsex in Spain. 

Despite this, the studies compared and analysed show similar results, meaning that clear and concise 
conclusions can be drawn. 

CONCLUSIONS

 Chemsex is becoming a significant problem in Spanish society, as its high prevalenceis largely 
due to easy access to recreational drugs, social pressure to engage in high-risk sexual activities 
and a lack of awareness of the associated dangers.

 AlthoughChemsex affects different groups of  people,  such as the LGTBIQ+ community and 
young adults, it can also be seen in some heterosexual individuals of differentage ranges. 

 There  are  multiple  substances  used  for  the  practice  of  Chemsex,  most  notably 
methamphetamine, mephedrone and GHB, which have further facilitated the practice in certain 
population groups.  These substances are extremely harmful  for  users who consume them, 
increasing the risk of contracting sexually transmitted diseases and mental health disorders, 
and increasing sexual violence. 
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