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Upstate NY Poison Center: Hospital and Pre-Hospital Care Provider Alert 

Synthetic Cannabinoids: Increase Hospital Presentation 

Synthetic Cannabinoids 

Synthetic cannabinoids encompass a wide variety of chemicals that are synthesized to mimic the action of 
Δ9- tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the active compound in marijuana. Initially developed by Dr. John W. 
Huffman (JWH products), these chemically distinct product products have grown to include a number of 
illicit and unknown chemicals.  The chemicals are sprayed on a mixture of herbs, sold as “herbal 
incense”, and marketed lately under such names as K2, Spice and Spike. The patients in today’s alert 
reported using; Geeked up, Ninja, Caution or Keisha Kole. 

Pharmacology 

Synthetic cannabinoids are considered full agonists at the CB1 and CB2 receptors in the peripheral and 
central nervous system. Synthetic cannabinoids are not structurally similar to THC and have much greater 
binding affinity and receptor potency.  

Toxic Clinical Manifestations 

In addition to the stereotypical presentation of marijuana users, patients who use synthetic cannabinoid 
products can present with agitation, hypertension, paranoia, tachycardia, anxiety, tremors, seizures, 
drowsiness, slurred speech, mydriasis, electrolyte imbalances, nausea, vomiting, chest pain and heart 
palpitations. Patients who previously have no known psychiatric history may present with new onset 
drug-induced psychosis.  

Management 

Contact with the Poison Control Center (1-800-222-1222) should provide the basis for definitive patient 
care.  There is no specific antidote for these agents.  Restraint should be considered initially, especially in 
transport, due to their liable mental status.  Most patients in case reports responded well to supportive 
care, but agitated patients may require high doses of rapid acting sedatives (usually midazolam IM) 
prior to establishing intravenous access and may require high doses of IV benzodiazepines or other 
sedative hypnotic agents for treatment of additional agitation and/or seizures. Once at a care facility, 
patients should have careful monitoring of vital signs, particularly temperature and laboratory assessment 
of acid-base balance, CK and others signs of muscle cell damage in agitated patients.. Finally, synthetic 
cannabinoids will not show up on a standard immunoassay drug screen. The metabolites can be detected 
via GC-MS.   


