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VOLATil£ SUBSTANCES: savE blJESTICl'JS AND IV'JSWERS 

by 
Dr. T. Paul Siburt, Extension Specialist 

Some Questions and Answers 

Many volatile liquids produce an intoxicated state when inhaled. Young children and 
adolescents have experimented with this method of distorting consciousness; others have 
become habituated to the effects of some inhalant. At present, the use of connnercial sol-
vents, of which airplane glue is the most popular, may be on the decline. Use of aerosols 
from spray cans, however, appears to be increasing. The magnitude of the problem is diffi-
cult to determine. In large cities a few thousand cases come to the attention of the school 
or enforcement authorities each year. 

Which chemicals are inhaled to produce an altered state of consciousness? 

A wide variety of industrial solvents, anesthetics, and other chemicals produce intoxi-
cation or coma. They can be divided into 3 groups: 

1. Commercial Solvents. Toluene, xylene, benzene, naphtha, hexane, acetone, trichlor-
ethylene, carbon tetrachloride, and many other volatile solvents are found in model airplane 
glue, plastic cements, paint thinner, gasoline, cleaning fluids, nail polish remover, and 
cigarette lighter fluid. 

2. Aerosols. The propellants in many household and commercial aerosol sprays are gases 
containing chlorinated or fluorinated hydrocarbons. Aerosols that have been abused include 
insecticides, deodorants, glass chillers, and hair sprays. 

3. Anesthetics. Infrequently, chloroform, ether, and nitrous oxide (laughing gas) have 
been misused in recent years. Nitrous oxide is available commercially as a tracer gas to 
detect pipe leaks, as a cream whip propellant, and to reduce pre-ignition in racing cars. 

What are the effects of sniffing? 

The immediate physical effects consist of irritation of the tissues in contact with the 
solvent, nausea, dizziness, shakiness, and muscle spasms. Weight loss may develop with pro-
longed periods of inhalation. The psychic effects may include a "high" dreamlike state, 
drunkenness, sleepiness, disorientation, hallucinations, delusions, and stupor. Occasionally, 
the individual may manifest excitement, impulsive behavior, and overactivity. Most of the 
events occurring during the intoxication are not recalled. The state lasts for minutes or 
an hour or 2, depending on the dosage. 

Most sniffers have a history of delinquent activity. In some instances, this existed 
before their first contact with these drugs. In others, shoplifting, truancy, and curfew 
violations seem to be associated with the habit. 
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Poor school performance and accident proneness are directly related to the persistent 
use of volatile organic solvents. 

Tolerance to the effects of the various inhalants occurs, and a desire to repeat the 
experience is absent in some, but overwhelming in others. Physical dependence and withdrawal 
symptoms are negligible. 

What are the dangers of the inhalants? 

All the inhalants share the hazard of inducing an intoxicated state in which judgment 
and motor functioning are impaired. Accidents, some fatal, have repeatedly occurred. Suffo-
cation is the major cause of death. 

Who are the sniffers? 

They tend to be young, generally between 8 and 18 years of age. Most come from impov-
erished, deprived families with broken or chaotic homes. In particular, the father is either 
absent or incapable of forming any positive relationship with his children. During the past 
few years, some middle class youngsters have become involved. In general, this is an urban 
problem except for gasoline inhaling which also occurs in rural areas. Most habitual users 
are male. Prisoners who have access to intoxicating inhalants also tend to use them to 
become drunk. 

The problem is not solely an American one. Japan and other countries have numbers of 
juveniles who indulge in inhaling such organic solvents as lacquer thinner, gasoline fumes, 
or volatile cements. 

Why do individuals sniff these materials? 

A number of factors enter into young people's involvement in chronic sniffing of volatile 
chemicals. The chemicals are readily available in the kitchen, the laundry, the store, and 
the garage. Not infrequently, the "gang" exerts considerable pressure for everyone to 
indulge. Studies of persistent sniffers indicate that most of the youngsters were emotionally 
disturbed or had been involved in antisocial activities. Some were excessively shy; others 
were very tense or depressed. A poor ability to deal with the ordinary frustrations of life 
has been suggested as a reason for becoming inebriated with volatile substances. Difficulty 
in expressing certain emotions--anger, for examples--i·s suggested as another reason for use 
of the solvents. 

Impulsive, destructive behavior may be unleashed. In addition, the repetitive use of 
these chemicals is a substitute for dealing with life's problems, and therefore may retard 
emotional maturation. 

Certain volatile chemicals have specific toxic properties. Carbon tetrachloride can 
cause irreversible kidney and liver damage. Gasoline and naphtha in high concentrations 
can cause serious heart complications and bone marrow depression. In addition, the lead in 
gasoline can cause lead poisoning. Toluene is a kidney irritant and can affect the bone 
marrow and the liver. The aerosols have been known to cause death by freezing the larynx 
and causing it to contract, or by inducing heart arrest. Repeated use of chloroform and 
trichlorethylene can result in liver damage. The impurities in commercial solvents and 
chemicals added to aerosols can be poisonous over and above the substance in which they are 
dissolved. 

Any inhalant which reduces the blood supply to an organ requiring considerable oxygen, 
such as the brain, will be associated with tissue damage. 
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What can be done to reduce the inhalant problem? 

For the individual involved, an attempt to bring order and control into his life is 
necessary. Group therapy may provide the support and interpersonal involvement required to 
achieve this. A period of time away from an environment where solvent usage is customary 
may be needed. 

Making these substances less easy to obtain is worthy of continuing study. Especially 
dangerous chemicals like carbon tetrachloride can be eliminated from the household. It is 
probably not possible to substitute non-intoxicating chemicals for industrial purposes at 
this time. The use of nauseating additives may have merit. Synthetic oil of mustard has 
been added to most model airplane glues. This is a safe and simple deterrent to their mis-
use. It does not interfere with normal use as a cement. 

Many cities and states have adopted legislation which prohibits the use of airplane 
glue for intoxicating purposes, puts limits on its sale to minors, or requires registration 
of purchasers. Whether these measures are successful in reducing the prevalence of sniffing 
is not yet known. 

Preventive efforts aimed at educating youngsters about the hazards of sniffing chemicals 
never intended for human use should be incorporated into a total program of substance abuse 
education. Such an effort begins in home at pre-school age, and continues during primary 
and secondary education. 

Trade and brand names are- used only for the purpose of information and the Virginia Cooperative Extension Service does not guarantee nor warrant 
the etandard of the product, nor doe• it imply approval of the product to the exclusion of others which may also be suitable. 

KEYS TO PROPER USE OF PESTICIDES 

1. Read the label on each pesticide container before each uoe. Follow instructions to the letter: heed all caution• and wa1 ningo, and note precau· 
tiona about reoidues. 

z. Keep peoticldee in the containen in which you bought them. Put them where children or animals cannot get to them, preferably under lock and 
away from food. feed. seed. or other material that may become harmful if contaminated. 

S. Diapoee of empty container& in the manner opecified on the labeL 

SEE YOUR DOCTOR IF SYMPTOMS OF ILLNESS OCCUR DURING OR AFTER USE OF PESTICIDES. 
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