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Introduction 
 
The trends in substance abuse are constantly changing and you as an EMS providers 
need to stay abreast of new developments. The trends change even more rapidly today 
due to easily accessible information on the Internet which can easily provide such details 
as which drugs to use, how to use them and how to get them. 

 

This course will address “street drugs” which include illegal or illicit drugs and abused 
medications, both prescription and over-the-counter.  

 

Note: This course is intended to provide general guidance to EMS providers on the 
emergency assessment and treatment of patients in drug abuse situations. Follow your 
agency’s local protocols when different from the recommendations presented in this 
course. 

 

Before You Begin 
 
This is a continuing education and recertification course for EMTs. It covers fundamental 
EMT-Basic concepts and terminology as well as advanced material. We highly 
recommend completing the case studies and practice exam before completing the exam. 

 

We also recommend that you review an EMT textbook chapter covering this topic as a 
refresher before taking the exam, for example: Chapter 17 – Substance Abuse and 
Poisoning in Emergency Care and Transportation of the Sick and Injured, 9th edition 
(AAOS).  
 

Practical Skills 

To receive CBT or OTEP credit for this course a trained skills evaluator must evaluate 
your ability to perform the following hands-on practical skills including: 

 

 Airway maintenance protection 

 Assisted ventilation of patient with respiratory depression or respiratory arrest 

 

Objectives 
 

CBT937 is an EMT continuing education and recertification course. After completing 
this course you will be able to:  

 

1. Distinguish the difference between an agonist and an antagonist.  

2. Recognize the common street names of abused drugs.  

3. Recognize street drugs by category/class (opioids, CNS stimulants, depressants, 
hallucinogens, inhalants).  

4. Identify the effects (toxidromes) of street drugs by category.  
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5. Recognize the life threats associated with common street drugs.  

6. Recognize the emergency care for a patient who is under the influence of a street 
drug. 

 

 

Terms 
 

Terms You Should Know 

depressant — A class of drugs that produces a depressed state. Examples are Valium, 
Xanax and Ambien. 

narcotic — Any drug with effects similar to those of opium or opium derivatives. 
Examples include morphine, heroin and Demerol. 

psychoactive– Mind altering. 

sedative — A class of drugs that depresses the central nervous system. They are called 
downers because they suppress central nervous system activity. Examples include: 
Valium, tranquilizers, Librium, downers and sleeping pills. 

stimulant — An agent that produces an excited state. 

sympathetic nervous system — The “stimulant” side of the nervous system. Activation of 
the sympathetic nervous system occurs when the body is stressed. The response can 
include an increase in pulse and blood pressure. 

toxidrome — A listing of specific signs and symptoms typically caused by a class of 
drugs. 

 

New Terms 

agonist — A substance that produces a specific action in the body by binding with a cell 
receptor, for example heroin. 

antagonist — A substance that blocks cell receptors preventing the physiological 
response of another substance. For example, Narcan (naloxone) is an antagonist to the 
opioid class of drugs. 

benzodiazepine — A class of medications that causes sedation. They have a variety of 
uses including: anesthesia, treatment of seizures, treatment of serious anxiety or panic 
disorders and management of insomnia. 

dependence — A physical or psychological condition where the body requires a particular 
substance or chemical without which it reacts adversely.   

huffing — The purposeful inhalation of chemical vapors to achieve an altered mental or 
physical state, also called dusting, snorting or sniffing. 

nystagmus — An unintentional, beating movement of the eyes where the eyes track in 
one direction and then move back mid-view repeatedly. 

opioid — A class of drugs that acts on the opioid receptors. Opioids receptors can inhibit 
pain and potentially cause symptoms of sedation, respiratory depression or euphoria. 

sympathomimetics — A class of drugs that stimulate the sympathetic nervous system. 
The also are called CNS stimulants. Examples are cocaine, caffeine and Ecstasy. 
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How Drugs Work  
 

Many drugs work by interacting with specific sites in the body. Drug molecules are 
carried by the circulatory system to receptor sites in body tissues. The receptors are 
located on the surface of target cells. It is here that the drug molecules bind with the 
cell receptor and produce an action, for example, constriction of blood vessels. 

 

The drug-receptor interaction is like that of a lock and key. If the drug molecule matches 
perfectly with the receptor, it can unlock a response from the body. 

 

 

Agonists 
 

Drugs that produce a specific action by binding with a receptor are called agonists. 
Heroin is an example of an agonist. It works by binding with opioid receptors in the 
brain. These are the same receptors that are activated when “narcotic” pain medications 
are taken to treat pain.   

 

The body has its own opioid system that produces endorphins that can activate opioid 
receptors. With some drugs, such as heroin, it can activate the receptor in such a way as 
to cause euphoria. 

 

 

Antagonists 
 

Drugs also can serve as "blockers" or antagonists that prevent the body's own 
substances from fitting into a cell’s receptors. This alters normal physiologic responses.  

 

For example, Narcan (naloxone) is an antagonist that achieves its effect by binding with 
opioid cell receptors. In doing so, it prevents opioid substances from attaching to 
receptors in the brain and nervous system. Thus, it can reverse the effect of drugs like 
heroin. 
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Routes of Administration 
 

Route   Rate   

Intravenous  Immediate 

Intraosseous  Immediate 

Inhalation  Rapid 

Rectal   Rapid 

Ingestion  Slow 

 

 

Prescription Pain Medications 
 

Misuse of prescription drugs is an increasing health and safety problem especially among 
teenagers and young adults. 1 

 

Vicodin, OxyContin and methadone are three drugs that account for a large percentage 
of the increase in the use of prescription pain pills. These opioid medications can be 
useful for treating pain, but also have the potential for abuse since they can have 
euphoric effects and cause dependence. 

 

1. US Dept of Health and Human Services, Office of Applied Studies (19 June 2008). National Survey on Drug 
Use and Health. Retrieved 1 Dec 2008 from http://oas.samhsa.gov/2k8/pain/substate.htm.  

 

 

Inhalants 
Another trend that is occurring among children and adolescents is the use of inhalants. 
Inhalants are substances whose chemical vapors can produce mind-altering effects.  

 

Inhaling the vapors from common household products, called “huffing” or “sniffing,” is 
practiced by teens. Products such as gasoline, glues, sprays, nail polish, hair spray, 
cleaning fluids and butane are inhaled to get high. 

 

 

Club Drugs  
 

Club drugs are a group of mind-altering substances that have been popularized by 
teenagers and young adults at nightclubs, bars, parties and raves. They have a variety 
of different effects on the body. Specific examples include Ecstasy, GHB, Rohypnol, LSD 
and ketamine. 
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Elaboration – Ecstasy 

Ecstasy (MDMA) is a synthetic, mind-altering drug chemically similar to the stimulant 
methamphetamine and the hallucinogen mescaline. Consequently, the drug can cause 
stimulant and hallucinogenic effects. 

 

 

Over-the-Counter Medications 
 

Drug abuse is not limited to illegal substances or prescription medications. There is a 
trend among young people in the abuse of over-the-counter (OTC) medications such as 
cough medicines, diet pills, motion sickness pills and sleep aids.  

 

Many cough and cold medications contain dextromethorphan (DXM) which is a nervous 
system depressant. The effects of DXM include impaired judgment, poor coordination 
and hallucinations—a deadly combination when mixed with an activity that requires good 
judgment and quick reflexes such as driving a vehicle. 

 

 

Alcohol 
 

Although it generally is not considered a “street drug,” alcohol is one of most commonly 
abused and potentially dangerous substances. Rates of alcohol abuse have not changed 
in the last decade but this intoxicating substance continues still sees widespread abuse 
and has a great impact on society. 

 

Alcohol has depressant qualities. It impairs your senses and is the cause of many 
traumatic incidents. Alcohol can cause severe central nervous system depression and 
death when consumed in large quantities. 

 

Elaboration – Symptoms of Alcohol Overdose 

Death from drinking too much alcohol can occur when a high concentration of alcohol 
depresses the areas in the brain responsible for consciousness and respiration.  

 

The symptoms of alcohol overdose include: 

 Nausea  

 Vomiting  

 Depressed level of consciousness  

 No withdrawal from painful stimulus  

 Slow, shallow respirations 
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Elaboration –Alcohol Without Liquid 

An alcohol without liquid (AWOL) machine allows you to consume liquor in a vapor form. 
It vaporizes liquid alcohol and allows you to breathe a mist that enters your bloodstream 
and delivers more immediate effects when compared with drinking. 

 

 

Street Names  
 

There are a variety of street names or slang terms for illicit and abused drugs. You may 
find it useful knowing these terms when trying to obtain information at a scene. 

 

 

Classes of Street Drugs 
 

The main types of street drugs you will encounter in the field are: opioids, CNS 
stimulants, depressants, hallucinogens and inhalants. Each type can have a 
characteristic profile of effects on the body. 

 

 

Opioids 
 

Opioids are substances that have a morphine-like action in the body. They suppress the 
central nervous system and are prescribed primarily for treatment of pain relief. They 
can cause sedation, lethargy, constricted or pinpoint pupils, respiratory depression, 
hypotension and death. Examples include: 

 

 Heroin  

 Morphine  

 Methadone  

 Vicodin  

 OxyContin  

 Codeine 

 Demerol  

 Darvon  

 Dilaudid 

 

 

Elaboration - Synthetic Opioids 

Opioids are named for opium which is found in poppy seeds. Heroin, codeine and 
morphine are made from opium. These drugs work by activating opioid receptors in the 
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brain. Opioids can be made in a laboratory, too. Synthetic versions of opioids include 
OxyContin, Demerol and Vicodin. 

 

 

Central Nervous System Stimulants 
 

Central nervous system stimulants (CNS stimulants) are drugs that typically activate the 
sympathetic nervous system. They activate the sympathetic nervous system throughout 
the body including the central nervous system and can over-stimulate the brain. 
Consequently they sometimes are called “uppers.” Examples include:   

 

 Cocaine  

 Crack cocaine  

 Methamphetamine  

 Ecstasy  

 Amphetamines  

 Ritalin  

 Dexedrine  

 

These drugs mimic the effect of epinephrine. In the body, stimulants increase heart rate, 
constrict blood vessels and elevate blood pressure and increase the work of the heart.  
In the brain, stimulants can produce anxiety, hyperactivity, mood swings, dilated pupils 
and seizures. 

 

CNS stimulants also can raise body temperature and cause cardiac dysrhythmias. The 
effects can come together in a dangerous and deadly combination that ultimately can 
produce cardiopulmonary arrest. 

 

 

Depressants 
 

Depressants are drugs that sedate or depress the central nervous system. Physicians 
prescribe them to treat anxiety and insomnia. They can be abused by a patient or get 
into the hands of someone who abuses them for their intoxicating effects.  

 

Along with sedation, the effects of depressants include mild euphoria, loss of inhibition, 
relaxation and poor judgment. Examples include barbiturates, DXM and benzodiazepines 
such as Xanax, Librium, Valium, Ativan, Klonopin, Rohypnol and Ambien. GHB also is 
classified as a depressant. 
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Hallucinogens 
 

Hallucinogens are a class of substances that alter perception, thought or mood. Their 
adverse effects include anxiety, panic, irrational behavior and psychosis that can lead to 
injury to both the patient and responders. Examples of hallucinogens are LSD, PCP, 
ketamine, mescaline, peyote and psilocybin mushrooms. 

 

Use extreme caution! Hallucinogens can cause unpredictable behavior. 

  

Elaboration - PCP  

PCP (phencyclidine) is an anesthetic used in veterinary surgery. It is now consumed by 
people to achieve hallucinogenic effects. It has become one of the most dangerous drugs 
to appear on the streets because it causes violent outbursts. People under the influence 
of PCP do not feel pain and also can display these signs: 

 

 Agitation, aggression  

 Rapid pulse rate  

 Seizures  

 Nystagmus (rapid eye movement) 

 

 

Elaboration – Open to Suggestions 

Hallucinogens produce a state in which the patient may be receptive to suggestions.  
Use this to your advantage to calm the patient. Be aware that talking in an aggressive or 
judgmental manner can cause these individuals to become defensive or violent. 

 

 

Inhalants 
 

Inhalants are a diverse class of substances that include volatile solvents, aerosols and 
gases. They are sniffed to produce a state that resembles alcohol intoxication with initial 
excitation, drowsiness, lightheadedness and agitation. Often called huffing, sniffing or 
snorting, the act of inhaling an inhalant can result in a loss of consciousness. 

 

Many inhalants are common household products. Specific examples of abused inhalants 
are: 
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Household  products  commonly  used  as  Inha lants  

  

Paint thinners  
Paint removers  
Degreasers  
Dry-cleaning fluids  
Gasoline  
Lighter fluid  
Correction fluid  
Felt tip markers  
Glue  

Volatile 
solvents  

Hair spray  
Deodorant spray  
Vegetable oil spray  
Fabric protector spray  
Spray paint  

Aerosols 

Nitrous oxide  
Propane gas  
Computer keyboard cleaner  
Ether  
Chloroform  
Halothane  
Butane  
Propane  
Whipped cream dispensers (nitrous oxide)  

Gases 

 

 

Elaboration - Sudden Sniffing Death  

Sudden sniffing death can result from a single use of inhalant. Some inhalants can cause 
the heart to beat rapidly and erratically and cause cardiac arrest. This syndrome most 
often is associated with abuse of butane, propane and chemicals in aerosols. 

 

 

Scene Safety 
 

Scenes where illicit drugs are involved can be very dangerous for EMS providers. You 
may be perceived as threat and become the target of violence. 

 

Here’s some tips to keep safe on calls that involve street drugs: 

 

 Be aware of what’s going on around you  

 Request police assistance  
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 Approach doors from the side  

 Scope out two exits  

 Be alert to changes in patient’s demeanor  

 Leave patient an exit (don’t stand between him and the door)  

 

If the potential for violence escalates, 

don’t hesitate to GET OUT quickly. 

  

 

Assessment 
 

Combining intoxicants is a common practice. The ingestion of multiple substances can 
complicate the clinical picture and result in a mixed presentation of signs and symptoms.  

 

For example, a lot of people commonly mix prescription medications with alcohol — a 
combination that can exaggerate the sedative effects of both drugs.  

 

In general, the effects of combining different substances often are unpredictable and 
dangerous. Therefore, you should work diligently to determine which substances were 
consumed. 

 

 

Street Drugs and Their Effects 
 

Many drugs have a typical set of signs and symptoms sometimes called a toxidrome. 
Knowledge of the effects of a drug can give you clues about what a patient has taken 
and what to anticipate. 

 

 

Drug S igns  and Symptoms 

  

Shallow respirations  
Slow respiratory rate  
Hypotension  
Pinpoint pupils  
Lethargy  
Respiratory arrest  
Coma  

Opioids  

CNS 
stimulants 

Hypertension  
Tachycardia  
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Drug S igns  and Symptoms 

Cardiac dysrhythmias  
Hyperthermia  
Sweaty skin  
Dilated pupils  
Seizures, rigidity  
Agitation  
Delusions  
Paranoia  

Shallow respirations  
Slow respiratory rate  
Hypotension  
Lethargy, stupor  
Slurred speech  
Sedation  
Coma  

Depressants 

Tachycardia  
Tachypnea  
Hypertension  
Panic  
Seizures  
Visual illusions  
Disorientation  

Hallucinogens 

Cardiac dysrhythmias  
Tingling  
Numbness  
Swollen membranes  
Coma  

Inhalants 
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Street Drugs and the Threats to Life 

Numerous street drugs present distinct “threats to life.” A threat to life is the primary 
mechanism that impacts vital neurologic, cardiac or respiratory functions and imminently 
leads to death. Here are some examples and the threats they pose. 

Examples  Pr imary  Threats  to  L i fe  C lass  

heroin   
methadone 
Demerol 

respiratory depression/arrest 
hypotension 

Opioids  

cocaine  
methamphetamine 

cardiac dysrhythmias 
seizures 

CNS 
stimulants 

barbiturates 
Valium 
Xanax 
Secobarbitol 

decreased level of consciousness 
respiratory depression 

Depressants 

LSD 
PCP 

self-inflicted trauma 
violence 

Hallucinogens 

volatile solvents 
aerosols 
gases 

cardiac dysrhythmias Inhalants 

 

 

Patient History 
 

It can be difficult to obtain a thorough patient history in cases involving drug use. Do not 
always assume that you have received an accurate accounting from a patient. He or she 
may not recall or may not want to acknowledge the details of the situation. If possible, 
ask witnesses for their observations.  

 

Do your best to determine: 

 

 Which drug or drugs were taken?  

 How much was taken?  

 When were they taken?  

 With alcohol?  

 Has this happened before?  

 

Try to recover the overdose agents for evaluation at the hospital unless confiscated by 
police. Keep in mind that excellent documentation of your findings is important. 
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Emergency Care  
 

The key aspects of emergency care for an overdose of a substance are maintaining the 
airway and assisting with ventilation. Specific treatment may include of the following: 

 

 Maintain airway  

 Prepare for vomiting  

 Administer oxygen as needed  

 Assist ventilation  

 Monitor vital signs  

 Anticipate cardiac arrest  

 Treat for shock  

 

Some street drugs, such as heroin, can cause respiratory depression. You may need to 
assist breathing efforts for these patients. 

 

Elaboration — Importance of Documenting Vital Signs 

The patient care reports that you complete for your patients communicate vital medical 
information to hospital staff. Medical staff read your reports and use the information in 
making diagnoses and planning treatment. For example, documenting a patient’s mental 
and respiratory status prior to your treatment may help determine the type and 
magnitude of an overdose. 

 

An accurate set of vital signs helps hospital staff determine whether or not a patient’s 
condition is deteriorating. It is important that you accurately document vital signs for all 
patients. 

 

 

Summary 
 

Drugs that produce a specific action in the body by binding with cell receptors are called 
agonists. Antagonists are drugs that cause a specific action by binding with cell 
receptors and blocking other agonists. 

 

Current trends in “street drug” abuse include the use prescription pain medications, 
inhalants, club drugs such as Ecstasy and over-the-counter (OTC) medications such as 
DXM. 
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Opioids are substances that have a morphine-like action in the body. They suppress the 
central nervous system. Examples are heroin, morphine, methadone, Vicodin and 
OxyContin. 

 

CNS stimulants mimic the effects of epinephrine and increase heart rate, constrict blood 
vessels and open air passages. Cocaine, crack cocaine, methamphetamine, Ecstasy and 
amphetamines are examples. 

 

Depressants depress the central nervous system. Examples include barbiturates, DMX 
and benzodiazepines such as Xanax, Librium, Valium, Ativan. 

 

Hallucinogens cause an alteration in perception, thought or mood. Examples are LSD, 
PCP, mescaline, peyote and psilocybin. 

 

Inhalants can produce a quick high that resembles alcohol intoxication with initial 
excitation, drowsiness, lightheadedness and agitation. 

 

Some typical signs and symptoms of each class of drug are as follows: 

 

Drug S igns  and Symptoms 

Opioids  

Shallow respirations  
Slow respiratory rate  
Hypotension  
Pinpoint pupils  
Lethargy  
Respiratory arrest  
Coma  

CNS 
stimulants 

Hypertension  
Tachycardia  
Cardiac dysrhythmias  
Hyperthermia  
Sweaty skin  
Dilated pupils  
Seizures, rigidity  
Agitation  
Delusions  
Paranoia  

Depressants 

Shallow respirations  
Slow respiratory rate  
Hypotension  
Lethargy, stupor  
Slurred speech  
Sedation  
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Drug S igns  and Symptoms 

Coma  

Hallucinogens 

Tachycardia  
Tachypnea  
Hypertension  
Panic  
Seizures  
Visual illusions  
Disorientation  

Inhalants 

Cardiac dysrhythmias  
Tingling  
Numbness  
Swollen membranes  
Coma  

  

 

Emergency care for a drug overdose may include: 

 Maintain airway  
 Prepare for vomiting  
 Provide oxygen as needed  
 Assist ventilation  
 Monitor vital signs  
 Anticipate cardiac arrest  
 Treat for shock  

 


