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A foundational guide to drug categories

The purpose of this resource is to provide a clear, accessible introduction to the
primary ways substances are grouped, designed for anyone new to the topic who wants
to develop a basic understanding of how different drugs are categorised.

Drugs are often categorised based on their general effects on the brain and body, and
understanding these groupings can provide a valuable framework for learning about
different substances and their impacts.

There are seven drug categories in total. At a simple level these categories can be
collapsed into four. Depressants, Stimulants, Hallucinogens, and Opioids.

It's important to recognise that whilst categorisation provides a useful framework,
individual substances within each category can vary significantly in their potency, risks,

and legal status. Some drugs may even exhibit characteristics of multiple categories.




Understanding Drug Effects

Drugs influence the body and mind by interacting directly with the brain's
intricate network of neural pathways and chemical messengers, known as
neurotransmitters. This interaction can alter normal brain chemistry, leading to a

wide range of physiological and psychological responses.
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Depressants

Slowing the nervous system




Category One

Depressants: Slowing Things Down

Depressants represent a broad category of substances that fundamentally slow down the normal activity of the central nervous system. The
term "depressant"” refers to their action of depressing or reducing neural activity, rather than causing emotional depression, though mood

changes can occur as a secondary effect.

These substances work by enhancing the effects of gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA), a neurotransmitter that inhibits brain activity. This
results in a general slowing of mental and physical functions, affecting concentration, coordination, and reaction times. In their various
forms, depressants can range from substances that produce mild relaxation to powerful hypnotics or'sleeping pills' that can induce deep

sedation or sleep.

The effects of depressants are dose-dependent, meaning that small amounts might produce relaxation and reduced anxiety, whilst larger
doses can lead to significant impairment of motor skills, slurred speech, and in extreme cases, dangerous respiratory depression.
Understanding the potency and proper use of depressants is important, as combining them or taking excessive amounts can lead to life-

threatening consequences.
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Common Depressants and Their Characteristics

Alcohol

Perhaps the most widely recognised
depressant, alcohol is a legal substance in
most countries, yet it remains a causal factor
in over 60 distinct medical conditions. Its
effects range from mild disinhibition and
relaxation at low doses to severe impairment,
unconsciousness, and potentially fatal alcohol
poisoning at high doses.

Chronic excessive use is particularly linked to
significant liver damage, including conditions
such as fatty liver disease, alcoholic hepatitis,
and cirrhosis. Alcohol affects virtually every
organ system in the body and can lead to
cardiovascular problems, neurological damage,
and increased cancer risk with long-term heavy
consumption.

Benzodiazepines

Benzodiazepines, such as Diazepam
(commonly known by the brand name Valium),
are prescription medications primarily used to
treat anxiety disorders and panic attacks.
These pharmaceutical depressants work by
enhancing GABA activity in the brain,
producing calming and sedative effects.

Beyond anxiety treatment, benzodiazepines
serve important medical functions: they are
used to manage acute withdrawals from
substances like alcohol and opioids, have anti-
convulsant properties making them valuable
in treating seizures, and can be used as muscle
relaxants. Diazepam is classified as a long-
acting benzodiazepine, meaning its effects
persist for extended periods, which can be
beneficial for certain conditions but also
increases risks of accumulation and

dependence.

Pregabalin

Pregabalin is a Class C controlled drug under
UK law, reflecting both its medical utility and
potential for misuse. It is prescribed to treat
epilepsy by reducing abnormal electrical
activity in the brain, to manage neuropathic
(nerve) pain conditions such as diabetic
neuropathy or post-herpetic neuralgia, and to
treat generalised anxiety disorder.

Whilst effective for these conditions,
pregabalin has gained attention in recent years
due to increasing rates of non-medical use and
dependence. Its depressant effects can
produce feelings of relaxation and euphoria,
leading to misuse, particularly when combined
with other substances.
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Category Two

Stimulants: Speeding Things Up

In direct contrast to substances that slow the body's functions down, stimulants represent a class of drugs that dramatically speed up the
messages travelling between the brain and the body. This acceleration of neural communication and physiological processes forms the
defining characteristic of this category.

Stimulants primarily work by increasing the activity of neurotransmitters such as dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin in the brain. This
heightened neural activity translates into observable effects: users typically feel more awake, alert, confident, and energetic. Physical

manifestations include increased heart rate, elevated blood pressure, raised body temperature, and dilated pupils.

The appeal of stimulants often lies in their ability to enhance focus, reduce fatigue, and create feelings of invigoration and capability.
However, these effects come with significant risks. The strain placed on the cardiovascular system can be severe, particularly with powerful
stimulants or prolonged use. Users may experience anxiety, paranoia, and agitation, and the inevitable 'crash' following stimulant use can
lead to extreme fatigue and depression. Long-term use can result in serious health complications, psychological dependence, and in some

cases, psychotic symptoms.



Common Stimulants and Their Characteristics

Cocaine

Cocaine exists in two primary chemical forms, each with distinct
methods of use and onset characteristics. The first is Cocaine
Hydrochloride, which appears as a fine white powder and is
typically snorted through the nasal passages, though it can also
be dissolved and injected. The second form is Crack Cocaine, a
crystallised, smokable form created through a chemical process

that removes the hydrochloride.

The cardiovascular impact of cocaine use is particularly
concerning and well-documented. Cocaine significantly increases
heart rate and blood pressure, constricts blood vessels, and can
cause irregular heart rhythms (arrhythmias). Even in young,
otherwise healthy individuals, cocaine use can trigger heart
attacks, strokes, and sudden cardiac death. Chronic use can lead

to permanent damage to the heart muscle and blood vessels.

Methamphetamine

Methamphetamine is an extremely powerful stimulant that
produces intense and long-lasting effects compared to many
other substances in this category. It appears in several forms,
most notably as clear or bluish crystals commonly referred to as
'Ice' or 'Crystal Meth', which are typically smoked or injected for

rapid onset of effects.

Another form, known as 'Yaba' (meaning 'crazy medicine'in Thai),
consists of small, brightly coloured pills that combine
methamphetamine with caffeine. Methamphetamine's potency
and duration make it particularly associated with serious health
consequences, including severe dental problems (‘'meth mouth’),
skin sores, extreme weight loss, and significant psychological

effects including paranoia, hallucinations, and violent behaviour.



MDMA (Ecstasy): Legal

Stimulant & Stimulants
Empathogen
Caffeine
(Coffee & Tea)

Nicotine )
(Tobacco)




Short-term Effects & Risks
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Hallucinogens

Altering perception




Category Three

Hallucinogens: Altering Perception

Hallucinogens, sometimes referred to as psychedelics or dissociatives depending on their specific mechanisms, represent a diverse category
of substances that primarily alter a person's awareness of their surroundings as well as their own thoughts and feelings. Unlike depressants
and stimulants, which primarily modulate the intensity of normal sensory experiences, hallucinogens fundamentally distort or transform

perception itself.

These substances can cause users to see, hear, or feel things that are not objectively present (true hallucinations), or more commonly,
perceive reality in a significantly distorted or altered way. Visual distortions might include seeing patterns, colours, or movements that aren't
there, or perceiving familiar objects as strange or morphed. Time perception is often dramatically affected, with minutes feeling like hours.

Some hallucinogens, particularly dissociatives, can create feelings of detachment from one's body or environment.

The subjective experience produced by hallucinogens is often referred to as a'trip', which can vary enormously in character from person to
person and from one occasion to another. These experiences can be profoundly meaningful and positive, but they can also be frightening or
disturbing, particularly if the user is in an unsafe environment or experiencing anxiety. The effects are highly influenced by the user's mindset,

the setting, and the specific substance and dose used.



GLASSIGAL PSYGHEDELIGS DISSOGIATIVE DRUGS

Serotonin receptor agonists. NMDA receptor antagonists.
Intense visual and sensory distortions. Detachment from reality.
Altered states of consciousness. Altered perception of self and environment.

Examples: Psilocybin, LSD, DMT. Examples: Ketamine, PCP, DXM.




Cannabis

Cannabis, derived from the Cannabis sativa or Cannabis indica plant, exists in numerous forms and
preparations. Herbal cannabis, such as 'Skunk' (a potent cultivated variety high in THC), consists of the dried
flowers and leaves. Cannabis resin, known as 'Hashish'or'Hash’, is a compressed, concentrated form. Cannabis
oil or liquid extracts are used in vapourisers and electronic cigarettes.

Whilst often classified as a hallucinogen due to its perception-altering properties, cannabis produces relatively
mild hallucinogenic effects compared to classical psychedelics. Its effects typically include altered sensory
perception, changes in mood and thought patterns, and relaxation, though stronger varieties can produce more
pronounced perceptual distortions.

Ketamine (Special K)

Ketamine is classified as a dissociative anaesthetic, representing a distinct
sub-category within hallucinogens. Originally developed and still used as a
medical anaesthetic for both humans and animals, ketamine produces its
effects by blocking NMDA receptors in the brain, leading to a distinctive form of
altered consciousness.

The term 'dissociative' refers to ketamine's ability to make users feel profoundly
detached or disconnected from their body, their immediate surroundings, or
both. At higher doses, users may enter what is colloquially termed a 'K-hole'—a
state of near-complete dissociation where one feels entirely separate from
physical reality. This experience can be intensely disorienting and, for some,
psychologically distressing.




Hallucinogens: Effects & Risks
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Opioids

Pain relief
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Category Four

Opioids: Pain Relief and Euphoria

Opioids, also commonly referred to as opiates (though technically 'opiates' specifically refers to naturally derived substances from opium whilst 'opioids
encompasses both natural and synthetic variants), represent a category of powerful pain-relieving drugs. They are either derived directly from the opium

poppy plant (Papaver somniferum) or created synthetically in laboratories to mimic the pain-relieving effects of natural opium compounds.

Opioids work by binding to specific opioid receptors in the brain, spinal cord, and other areas of the body. This interaction blocks pain sighals and
releases large amounts of dopamine, which not only provides pain relief but also produces feelings of euphoria and deep relaxation. This dual effect—

powerful pain management combined with intense pleasurable sensations—makes opioids both medically valuable and highly prone to misuse and

dependence.
Heroin Morphine
Heroin is an opiate synthesised from morphine through a chemical Morphine is a naturally occurring substance extracted directly from
process. It typically appears as a brown powder ranging from brown to raw opium. Named after Morpheus, the Greek god of dreams, it
off-white. It can be consumed through various routes: smoked or represents one of the most potent pain relievers known to medicine
injected intravenously in its brown, crude form. Injection carries and remains a cornerstone of pain management in medical settings,
additional serious risks including blood-borne infections such as HIV particularly for severe acute pain and end-of-life care. However, its
and hepatitis. powerful euphoric effects also make it susceptible to diversion and

non-medical use.



Short-term Effects
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Beyond Simple Categories

Some drugs have multiple effects

o \L Stirhulant @ -

Stimulant Empathogenic Depressant Hallucinogen

MDMA Cannabis

Stimulant + Empathogenic Multiple effects depending on strain




Understanding Categories

Supporting informed decision-making and harm reduction
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To conclude: There are seven drug
categories in total.

Dissociatives



Exploring the Seven Drug Categories

Building upon the foundational understanding of the main drug categories, we now delve into a more comprehensive classification system, recognising the seven distinct
categories of psychoactive substances. Each category profoundly impacts the brain and body in unique ways.
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Stimulants Depressants Psychedelics

These elevate mood, increase alertness, and boost energy. Depressants slow down central nervous system activity, = These cause profound distortions in perception, mood,
Examples include Cocaine, Amphetamines, leading to relaxation and reduced inhibition. Common and thought. Key examples include LSD, Psilocybin
Methamphetamine, Caffeine, and Nicotine. substances are Alcohol, Benzodiazepines (e.g., Valium, (magic mushrooms), Mescaline, and DMT.

Xanax), and GHB/GBL.
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Dissociatives Cannabinoids Opioids

Dissociatives alter perceptions of sight and sound and This category encompasses substances derived from the Opioids relieve pain and produce a sense of euphoria,
create feelings of detachment. Well-known drugs are cannabis plant, known fortheirrelaxing and sometimes  acting on opioid receptors in the brain. Examples include
Ketamine, PCP, and DXM (dextromethorphan). euphoric effects. The primary example is Cannabis Heroin, Morphine, Codeine, Oxycodone, and Fentanyl.

(Marijuana, Hashish).

¢

Empathogens

These enhance feelings of empathy, closeness, and social
connection. The most notable drug in this category is
MDMA (Ecstasy).
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