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Notes

‘Misuse’ is the preferred terminology for generic substance misuse. However 
with Volatile Substance Abuse (VSA) misuse can have a different meaning.  
For example, setting an aerosol alight would be classified as  ‘misuse’, 
whereas inhaling the same product would be termed ‘abuse’.
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Notes

Glue sniffing still occurs although the glue is industrial, not consumer. The 
glue industry reacted to the abuse of these products in the early nineties and 
voluntarily removed toluene, the substance abused, from the product. 
Legislation supported this move by restricting toluene further in 2006.  

Buzzing is a slang term used to describe VSA (see slide 5).
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Notes

The term “volatile substance” is used as it is inclusive and applies to a wide 
range of substances that are inhaled. 

Volatile substances give off a sniffable vapour and evaporate at room 
temperature.
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Notes

Psychoactive is a term that is applied to drugs or other substances that 
change a person's mental state by affecting the way the brain and nervous 
system work.
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Notes

Motivation for use is as complex as for other substances, but there are some 
unique aspects. Legality and ease of access are key factors for younger users.
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Notes

These are direct quotes from a variety of users. VSA is not confined to any 
specific group. For example, the first quote is from a 3rd year university 
student studying psychology.  The last quote was from an 11 year old girl, 
living with both parents and 1 younger sibling, in an area generally 
considered affluent.
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Notes

Hundreds of legal products can be abused.  On a scale of harm, VSA may be 
argued to be one of the most immediately dangerous types of substances to 
misuse as well as being capable of causing long term harm.

Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs 1995 Volatile Substance Abuse HMSO
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Notes

VSA is not illegal: the ease of buzzing gas in public places can be seen via 
clips on YouTube. Uploaded YouTube content includes people buzzing gas 
whilst travelling on buses/trains, sitting in pubs, ordering food in a takeaway.  
Please copy and paste into your browser the links to some YouTube clips 
below. These can have a big impact in classroom based training delivery 
and/or prevention work.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iKlk7dHkGs8

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9t_WLbHwR_k

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EwIY0C23pa4

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bsayvx3MmUY

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iKlk7dHkGs8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9t_WLbHwR_k
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EwIY0C23pa4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bsayvx3MmUY
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Notes

Bass M 1970 Sudden sniffing death The Journal of the American Medical 
Association 212, pp 2075– 2079
http://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=355009

For more information, please see slide 12 in Toolkit 2 - Volatile Substance 
Abuse: Legal and Lethal.

http://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=355009
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Notes

Ghodse H et al 2012 Trends in UK deaths associated with abuse of volatile 
substances 1971-2009 (report 24) St George’s, University of London
http://www.re-solv.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/VSA-annual-report-
no24.pdf

In compiling the annual reports, St George's used data available in the public 
domain (such as press reports) and also data provided by HM Coroners and 
the Office for National Statistics (ONS) for England and Wales, the 
Procurators Fiscal and General Register Office for Scotland, and the Coroners 
Service and General Register Office for Northern Ireland. This data was 
collated and analysed by a team of experts from St George’s, University of 
London.

Please note that Department of Health funding for this project ceased in 
2010. The last report was published in 2012 with details of VSA mortality for 
2009. At the time of writing there is currently no public measure of VSA 
mortality in the United Kingdom.



Notes

Ghodse H et al 2012 Trends in UK deaths associated with abuse of volatile 
substances 1971-2009 (report 24) St George’s, University of London

http://www.re-solv.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/VSA-annual-report-
no24.pdf
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Notes

Standardised Mortality Ratios (SMRs) are used to compare geographical areas 
taking account of any differences in the age and gender distribution of the 
population. The whole of the UK has an average SMR of 100. Countries and 
regions where the SMR is higher than 100 have more deaths than expected and 
those where the SMR is less than 100 have lower deaths than expected.

Ghodse H et al 2012 Trends in UK deaths associated with abuse of volatile 
substances 1971-2009 (report 24) St George’s, University of London

http://www.re-solv.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/VSA-annual-report-
no24.pdf
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Notes

There is no measure of adult volatile substance abuse in Scotland. We have 
used the information from England and Wales as a potential indicator to the 
rates in Scotland.

The British Crime Survey is now called the Crime Survey for England and 
Wales (CSEW). The survey stopped collecting detail on VSA after the 2010/11 
report. At the time of writing there is no measure of adult VSA in the United 
Kingdom.

Home Office 2011 Drug Misuse Declared: Findings from the 2010/11 British 
Crime Survey Home Office

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data
/file/116333/hosb1211.pdf

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/116333/hosb1211.pdf


Notes

Information Service Division Scotland 2013 The Scottish Schools Adolescent 
Lifestyle and Substance Use Survey (SALSUS) Scottish Government

Full report available online at http://www.isdscotland.org/Health-
Topics/Public-Health/SALSUS/2013-Reports/

The Scottish Schools Adolescent Lifestyle and Substance Use Survey (SALSUS) 
2013 is the most recent in a series of school surveys used to monitor and 
measure smoking, drinking and substance use among young people in 
Scotland. The survey was carried out in Autumn 2013 and was completed by 
over 33,600 pupils aged 13 years old and 15 years old across Scotland.  

Poppers are usually found in the form of a liquid chemical (a nitrite) sold in a 
small bottle. Commonly, the chemical is alkyl nitrite. Other nitrites like amyl 
nitrite (and butyl nitrite and isobutyl nitrite) have also used been used. 
Nitrites dilate the blood vessels and allow more blood to get to the heart.



Notes

Information Service Division Scotland 2013 The Scottish Schools 

Adolescent Lifestyle and Substance Use Survey (SALSUS) Scottish 

Government

Full report available online at http://www.isdscotland.org/Health-

Topics/Public-Health/SALSUS/2013-Reports/

The Scottish Schools Adolescent Lifestyle and Substance Use Survey 

(SALSUS) 2013 is the most recent in a series of school surveys used 

to monitor and measure smoking, drinking and substance use among 

young people in Scotland. The survey was carried out in Autumn 2013 

and was completed by over 33,600 pupils aged 13 years old and 15 

years old across Scotland.  

Poppers are usually found in the form of a liquid chemical (a nitrite) 

sold in a small bottle. Commonly, the chemical is alkyl nitrite. Other 

nitrites like amyl nitrite (and butyl nitrite and isobutyl nitrite) have also 

used been used. Nitrites dilate the blood vessels and allow more blood 

to get to the heart.



Notes

Hibell B et al 2012 The 2011 ESPAD Report: Substance Use Among Students in 
36 European Countries The Swedish Council for Information on Alcohol and 
other Drugs (CAN)

http://www.espad.org/en/Reports--Documents/ESPAD-Reports/

The European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Drugs (ESPAD) is a 
collaborative effort of independent research teams in more than forty 
European countries and the largest cross-national research project on 
adolescent substance use in the world.

The overall aim with the project is to repeatedly collect comparable data on 
substance use among 15–16 year old students in as many European 
countries as possible. The figures above are from the 2011 report.

NOTE. A new ESPAD report was published in 2016. but unfortunately the UK 
was not included in the study.
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http://www.espad.org/en/Reports--Documents/ESPAD-Reports/


Notes

Goulden C and Sondhi A 2001 At the margins: Drug use by vulnerable young 
people in the 1998/99 Youth Lifestyles Survey Home Office
https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/abstract.aspx?ID=192137
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https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/abstract.aspx?ID=192137
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Notes

Suggested Classroom based Activity 1

In groups of 4 or 5, with sheets of flipchart paper, have groups write down as 
many different products used in VSA that they can think of.  Also have each 
delegate write the (estimated) number of products typically used in VSA that 
they have in their homes/garages/cars/workshops. 

Suggested Classroom based Activity 2

Take a variety of products to the session: aerosols, cigarette lighter refills, 
cleaning products, solvent based varnishes/paints etc.  Ensure that products 
have differing warning labels. Pass products around into groups who have 
been provided with paper to record findings.

Ask each group to list warning labels/written warnings. 

Groups reform into whole group for discussion of similarities and differences 
found.



Notes

Not an exhaustive list but an indication of types of products used in VSA. 

Almost all aerosols can be abused: deodorants and hairsprays are the most 
commonly used types in VSA in recent years. 



Notes

Likely to be an underestimation as death by suffocation would not 
necessarily be recorded as a drug related poisoning.



Notes

The British Aerosols Manufacturers’ Association (BAMA) is actively involved 
in the efforts to reduce and prevent VSA, and recommends the use of the 
SACKI logo on all aerosols.  

A major research project in the mid 90s was undertaken by the Department 
of Trade and Industry Consumer Safety Unit in partnership with the VSA 
Industry and BAMA. The SACKI logo was introduced after the findings of the 
project indicated a strong consumer preference for a specific and 
unambiguous warning.

BAMA provides free resources for education in schools, including lesson 
outlines.  

BAMA website: http://www.bama.co.uk/abuse

Aerosols are safe if used according to the manufacturer’s instructions.
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Notes

Trading Standards are key stakeholders in the attempt to control sales.  Test 
purchase activity and retailer awareness initiatives are conducted by officers

but often only when intelligence of suspected illegal/concerning supply is 
received from a member of the public, police, or other stakeholder.

Test purchase reports and actions are reported to the Scottish Government.  

The national Age Restricted Products Forum makes recommendations to 
ministers. 
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Notes

For classroom based training, please answer questions where possible.

If you are working through this presentation individually and have a question, 
please send an email to information@re-solv.org or scotland@re-solv.org.  

Alternatively, call Re-Solv (9-5pm Mon – Fri) on 01785 817885. 

If you are experiencing any technical problems with the Presentations, please 
email information@re-solv.org.

Re-Solv is a member of Public Health England’s Information Standard quality 
assurance scheme. For more information on the Information Standard please 
go to www.england.nhs.uk/tis/.


