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What  I s  the  Dea l  Wi th  S ynthe t ic  M ar i j uana?  

 
Everything you need to know about fake weed. 
By Leon Neyfakh 

 

A man prepares to smoke K2, a type of synthetic marijuana, along a street in East Harlem in New 

York City on Aug. 5, 2015. Spencer Platt/Getty Images 

If you’re confused by synthetic marijuana, then a series of recent news stories about the drug probably 

didn’t clear things up. First, the Boston Globe reported that New England Patriots defensive end 

Chandler Jones “had a bad reaction to a substance he put into his body” and walked to a nearby police 

station to get help. That substance, the Globe later explained, was synthetic marijuana. Then last week, 

police in Washington state reported that another NFL player, Seattle Seahawks fullback Derrick 

Coleman, admitted to smoking synthetic weed in October before getting into a hit-and-run car 

accident. After the accident, witnesses described Coleman as acting “delirious and aggravated.” 

Off the sports pages, you might have seen a story about a group of senior citizens in Pennsylvania 

who got arrested for running a synthetic marijuana trafficking ring worth more than $1.5 million. Or 

perhaps you saw the one about a pair of brothers in Milwaukee, ages 12 and 13, ending up in the 

hospital after smoking some fake pot and having a violent reaction that included foaming at the mouth, 

“throwing up white mucus,” “talking funny,” and shaking. 

These are only the latest data points showing the rise of synthetic marijuana as a staple of recreational 

drug use in America. Against the backdrop of softening attitudes toward actual marijuana, synthetic 

weed has attracted a strange coalition of users, including athletes, curious teenagers, and desperate 

homeless people. Here’s a primer on the drug whose ambiguous legal status and unpredictable side 

effects have turned it into a bleak cultural phenomenon.   

What is synthetic marijuana, and how is it different from normal weed? 

The most important fact to understand about synthetic marijuana is that it isn’t just one thing. It’s more 

like a category of things, a family of man-made chemicals that have one major characteristic in 

common: They interact with the same cell receptors in the brain as THC, the active ingredient in natural 

cannabis. In theory, someone could ingest these chemicals in any number of ways, but manufacturers 

play up the association between their products and traditional marijuana by spraying their chemicals 

onto diced-up dry plant matter that can be sold in baggies and smoked. 

When you buy one of these baggies, you’re basically getting a chemical—you never know which one—

that’s been dressed up in a weed costume. But the similarities pretty much end there. In fact, most 

public health experts frown on the phrase “synthetic marijuana” because they think it overstates the 

extent to which the chemicals used to make it resemble THC. They prefer the term “synthetic 

cannabinoids.” 

Where did synthetic cannabinoids come from, and how long have they been around? 

http://www.slate.com/authors.leon_neyfakh.html
http://www.cbssports.com/nfl/eye-on-football/25448346/report-synthetic-marijuana-led-to-chandler-jones-strange-hospital-trip
http://www.seattletimes.com/sports/seahawks/police-recommend-felony-charges-against-seahawks-derrick-coleman/
http://abcnews.go.com/ABCNews/senior-citizens-arrested-pennsylvania-synthetic-marijuana-bust/story?id=36580103
http://fox6now.com/2016/01/22/one-of-the-worst-experiences-two-boys-hospitalized-after-experimenting-with-synthetic-marijuana-k2/
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Like ecstasy and LSD, SCs owe their existence to academic research. The chemist who developed the 

first SC compounds was a Clemson University professor named John W. Huffman, who was interested 

in the brain receptors that regulate “appetite, nausea, mood, pain and inflammation.” According 

to this Washington Post profile, Huffman synthesized a compound he called JHW-018 in 1993 and 

published a series of academic papers that contained the formula. Years later, that formula was used 

as a recipe by underground drugmakers, causing Huffman—now a reclusive 80-something who lives in 

the Smoky Mountains—great consternation. When he first heard that people were using the 

compounds he created to get high, Huffman told the Post, he thought it was kind of funny. “Then I 

started hearing about some of the bad results, and I thought, ‘Hmm, I guess someone opened 

Pandora’s box.’ ” 

When did people start manufacturing synthetic marijuana as a recreational drug? 

Products based on Huffman’s formula started popping up on a large scale in Europe and the United 

States in 2008 and 2009, according to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (see p. 23-24). 

I’ve heard of Spice and K2. Are those the same thing? 

They refer to the same kind of thing, yes, though there’s a huge amount of variation when it comes to 

what’s actually in this stuff. Other names that have been used to market synthetic cannabinoids—and 

there are literally hundreds—include Bliss, Cowboy Kush, and Scooby Snax. They are almost 

universally embarrassing—and therefore, attractive to dumb young people—especially in conjunction 

with the doofy images of dragons, smiley faces, and cartoon animals that are used on the packaging. 

How much does synthetic marijuana cost? 

It’s cheap, which is a big part of the draw. You can find it in bulk online, where it costs in the 

neighborhood of $50 per ounce. In smoke shops and convenience stores, smaller packets are priced 

as low as $10. 

How do synthetic cannabinoids make people feel? 

It depends on the chemicals used to make them, plus how large a quantity of those chemicals gets 

sprayed on by the manufacturer. (According to a Time story from 2014, the “crude way in which 

producers spray the chemicals … can create hot spots where the concentration of the chemical is 

dangerously high.”) Side effects of smoking synthetic cannabinoids—or maybe just effects?—include 

catatonia, profound anxiety and paranoia, nausea and vomiting, elevated heartbeat and blood 

pressure, seizures, and hallucinations. They also seem to be addictive and, according to the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention, have been linked to acute kidney failure. Synthetic marijuana has 

also been linked to multiple deaths, including 15 in the first four months of 2015. 

That sounds dangerous. Is the media just trying to scare me? 

It’s definitely more dangerous than regular marijuana, which has mellowing properties that synthetic 

cannabinoids don’t have. While drugs like heroin and methamphetamine cause far more deaths in 

absolute terms, the number of emergency room visits involving synthetic cannabinoids does seem to be 

http://articles.latimes.com/2011/sep/28/nation/la-na-killer-weed-20110928
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/how-a-chemist-unwittingly-helped-spawn-the-synthetic-drug-epidemic/2015/08/09/94454824-3633-11e5-9739-170df8af8eb9_story.html
https://www.unodc.org/documents/scientific/NPS_2013_SMART.pdf
http://spiceaddictionsupport.org/street-names-for-synthetic-marijuana/
http://www.klobuchar.senate.gov/public/2014/4/the-rise-of-fake-pot
http://www.vice.com/video/spice-boys
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6206a1.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6422a5.htm?s_cid=mm6422a5_w
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growing. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, there 

were approximately 28,531 emergency room visits involving synthetic cannabinoids in 2011, two 

and a half times more than in 2010. (More recent data are not available.) That’s a drop in the bucket 

compared with the nearly 2.5 million emergency room visits in 2011 that were linked to all drugs put 

together, but it’s not nothing. And the user base for SCs seems to be expanding: In 2010, SAMHSA’s 

data indicated that the number of emergency room visits linked to SC use among people older than 30 

didn’t reach a measurable level, but in 2011 it did.   

You make this drug sound terrible. What do people like about it? 

Different people use it for different reasons, but one of the main sources of its appeal is that it’s hard for 

authorities to prove that using it or manufacturing it is illegal. The decreased risk of arrest and 

prosecution makes synthetic marijuana cheaper and more widely available than other drugs. This is 

because testing for a drug requires knowing exactly what you’re testing for, and the huge variety of 

chemical compounds used to manufacture synthetic marijuana makes this extremely difficult. The result 

is that synthetic cannabinoids have attracted an unusual coalition of users. That group includes the 

homeless, who gravitate to it because it’s cheap and long-lasting, as well as athletes (both college 

and pro), soldiers, and parolees, who like it because it allows them to get high without having to worry 

about failing their mandatory drug tests.   

Why is it harder for authorities to deal with synthetic cannabinoids than other drugs? 

Because, again, it’s not just one drug! According to Barbara Carreno, a spokeswoman for the Drug 

Enforcement Administration, there are hundreds of cannabinoid compounds out there, and new ones 

are constantly being developed by entrepreneurial drugmakers who order the chemicals from China 

before packaging the drug here in the U.S. (Vice’s drug correspondent Hamilton Morris traveled to 

China and met some of the chemists responsible for filling the orders.) So even though state and 

federal governments have placed some varieties of SCs on their controlled substance schedules, 

manufacturers and distributors can avoid straightforward prosecution by tweaking their formulas and 

switching to varieties that are not, in the strictest sense, illegal. It’s a “whack-a-mole” problem—ban one 

form of the drug and another two will pop up instantly. Or, as SAMHSA researcher Donna Bush put it to 

me, “It’s a cat chasing a monster mouse.”   

…I’ve heard some people argue that legalizing marijuana—or just being more tolerant of it in 

contexts like sports—would result in fewer people using synthetic weed. Is that true? 

No one really knows. It’s definitely true that some users say they use synthetic cannabinoids as a 

substitute for the real thing. In a big New York Times Magazine piece from last summer, an addict 

was quoted saying it was a “miracle drug” because it didn’t show up on drug screens, but that nobody 

he knew would choose it over real weed. Similarly, NFL stars like Chandler Jones likely wouldn’t turn to 

it if they didn’t have to worry about drug testing. But there seem to be lots of people who like SCs 

because they are cheap, powerful, and long-lasting, qualities that actual marijuana might not be able to 

match… 

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/crime/2016/02/synthetic_marijuana_is_a_weird_and_confusing_drug_here_s_what_

you_need_to.single.html 

http://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/SR-1378/SR-1378.pdf
http://archive.samhsa.gov/data/2k12/DAWN105/SR105-synthetic-marijuana.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/03/nyregion/k2-a-potent-drug-casts-a-shadow-over-an-east-harlem-block.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/03/nyregion/k2-a-potent-drug-casts-a-shadow-over-an-east-harlem-block.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/early-lead/wp/2016/01/15/synthetic-marijuana-has-a-short-but-ugly-history-in-sports/
http://www.washington.edu/news/2014/05/08/army-drug-users-twice-as-likely-to-use-synthetic-marijuana-as-regular-marijuana/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/12/magazine/spike-nation.html
https://www.vice.com/read/watch-host-hamilton-morris-debrief-our-new-hbo-episode-about-dangerous-new-synthetic-drugs-111
https://www.vice.com/read/watch-host-hamilton-morris-debrief-our-new-hbo-episode-about-dangerous-new-synthetic-drugs-111
http://www.ncsl.org/research/civil-and-criminal-justice/synthetic-drug-threats.aspx
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/12/magazine/spike-nation.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/crime/2016/02/synthetic_marijuana_is_a_weird_and_confusing_drug_here_s_what_you_need_to.single.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/crime/2016/02/synthetic_marijuana_is_a_weird_and_confusing_drug_here_s_what_you_need_to.single.html

