Fact Sheet: Poppers & HIV

What are poppers?
 
· Nitrite inhalants (alkyl nitrites) include isobutyl nitrite, butyl nitrite, and amyl nitrite.
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Amyl nitrite is made and sold illegally, but most poppers are isobutyl nitrite or butyl nitrite sold in small brown bottles as “video head cleaner,” “room deodorizer,” or “leather cleaner.” 

· The exact contents of these products are not known—they are not safety tested.

What are the effects?

· Poppers are used by sniffing the vapors from an open bottle. The effects are felt within a few seconds and last for 1-2 minutes.
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Poppers are peripheral vasodilators, meaning they cause the muscles around blood vessels to relax, making the heart speed up to pump more blood. Oxygen-rich blood reaching the brain produces a “rush” sensation.

· Because poppers cause muscles in the anus and vagina to relax, they are often used during sex.

· Poppers are frequently used with other drugs (e.g., cocaine, methamphetamine) in sexual situations.

What are the risks?

· If swallowed, poppers are toxic – call 911 or poison control.

· Because poppers cause blood vessels to open, it may be easier to get a sexually transmitted infection if poppers are used with sex. Popper use has been associated with an increased risk of HIV, human herpesvirus 8,
 and human papillomavirus (the virus implicated in anal cancer) infection.

· Recent seroincidence studies estimate that up to 28% of contemporary HIV infections among MSM can be attributed to nitrite inhalant use.

· Among MSM in San Francisco between 1985 and 1991, consistent users of poppers were 2.5 times more likely to seroconvert than non-users.

· Among 354 MSM surveyed recently, 31.6% reported any poppers use during the previous year.

· Studies suggest popper use may reduce immune system functioning.

· Combining poppers and Viagra may be fatal because both cause blood pressure to drop.
· Poppers are highly flammable and should be kept away from cigarettes, candles and lighters.

· Federal law bans the sale or distribution of alkyl nitrites for use as poppers. Commercial purposes, as well as individual possession and use, are not banned.













Recommendations


Poppers can affect ones judgment. If one is planning on being sexually active, putting on a condom before using poppers may be a safer sex strategy.


Providers should ask all their patients about club drug use, keeping in mind that patients frequently use multiple club drugs and that use may vary in intensity throughout a week or month, with weekends and party events noted as period during which particularly high use occurs. Such conversations should address substance use during sex and degradation of safer sex skills when high. 
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