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• For reading convenience, graphics for a family of molecules broken down by country do not display
the entire set of molecules of this family. A selection of molecules was made to provide a general
overview in the differences in numbers of views.
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1. Objectives
The I-TREND project is based on the premise that forums are indicators of consumption trends of NPS
in the mid and long term, as they are the only exhaustive, easily accessible source of information to
the general public1. It is also assumed that forums are visited by a sub-group of expert users whom, as
pioneers, are likely to start off new, fashionable trends.
Activity n°1 of the I-TREND project aimed at retrieving both qualitative and quantitative information
on NPS collected on online forums. The contribution of this information to the project was twofold:
first, to better select the most widely spreading NPS and next, to update the technical reports (see
documents Activity n°5).
Activity n°1 also contributed to the project on unforeseen tasks. Initially, qualitative information
retrieved to complete the technical reports was thought as the most important. However, it proved
less reliable to the understanding of the NPS than quantitative information. Quantitative information
is indeed more accurate to illustrate the ways of implementation of NPS in each country (see 4.2 and
5.2), and the NPS more likely to spread in the long term (seeErreur ! Source du renvoi introuvable.
4.2.3 and 5.3 - 5.4).

1.1. Qualitative objectives
The available literature suggests that threads written by members are sometimes used to document
the effects of a specific molecule [2, 6, 12]. The purpose of I-Trend was to provide a better assessment
to field professionals on NPS by systematizing this qualitative framework. The same qualitative analysis
was undertaken for each NPS selected in Activity n°5, and included in the related technical report. ITREND sought to quantitatively compare the gathered information to other available indicators
(number of threads, discussion, connected users etc.).
1.1.1. Filling the technical reports on the selected substances
All partners followed a common training on a Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software
(CAQDAS). An analytic grid was elaborated and discussed by all participants (see Annex). It is divided
in two sections: the first focused on the molecule per se (effects, dosage, and duration of effects), the
second provided a general background of the user (past experience, future uses, etc.) and dealt with
his/her habits of use (context, motivation, etc.).
Depending on each country, available information was seldom. When more voluminous, it was
produced by a small number of users. Users’ testimony should be regarded as anecdotic rather than a
valuable input to a substance’s knowledge. The main criticism to the qualitative study of forums,
namely the uncertainty that users are fully aware of the substances whose effects they are supposed
to describe. Moreover, the national technical folders put forward another limitation: too few
individuals shared their experience on substances’ effects. The information extracted from the forums
are merely illustrative. Conversely, data on route of administration, preparation, context and
motivations of use are essential to qualitatively describe the substance uses.

1

The online survey undertaken in Activity n°3 showed the forums were quoted by consumers as their main
source of information.
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Besides, to meet the demand of policy makers, stakeholders, public health and addiction treatment
professionals, technical reports built up on groups or families of molecules are more suitable than
single molecule-based reports.

1.1.2. Build up a cross-country comparison on forums’ users
As a secondary objective, Activity n°1 sought to categorize and compare different profiles of users
connected to the forums. The few available information on these users led to a more general approach,
also a secondary objective, of comparing forums with each other (see 4.1). Their characterization
shows that they tend to occupy different segments, likely to respond to specific publics, a diversity that
in turns should be taken into account for prevention targeting (see 5.5).
“Psychonauts” are not shared equally across countries. According to national forums, some enjoy a
greater visibility among generalist and potentially more numerous groups of consumers. The analysis
of forums as spaces stipulates that prevention on NPS is unfit if restricted to a by-product approach.
Prevention should be designed according to the behaviours of the targeted public. Only if this criteria
is met can interventions meet the needs, practices, representations and modalities of use (see 5.2.1,
5.2.4 and 5.5.3).
Moreover, the analysis and comparison of forums contextualise quantitative information and facilitate
the interpretation of the observed trends across time, either changing or remaining stable (see 4.2.3,
5.2 and 5.3).
In relation to other activities, in particular Activity n°2 on online selling sites, Activity n°1 highlights the
different articulations between supply and demand according to forums (see 5.1). Users’ knowledge
on a molecule does not exclusively depend on peers’ influence. Internet acts as a memory where
information is organized and rationalized, with facilitated accessibility.

1.2. Quantitative objectives
Initially, quantitative objectives in I-TREND were considered as secondary and subordinated to
qualitative findings. The quantitative analysis of forums was designed to contextualise qualitative
results. Technical reports obtained in Activity n°5 should provide information, from a general
perspective (number of forums evoking the substance) to the most particular (number of members
sharing their experience relative to the total number of recorded members in online discussions).
However, quantitative data proved to be more important given the accumulation of information
through time. Accurate tools were needed to fully take advantage of the continuous data collection
and their faster, more thorough analysis.
1.2.1. A monthly monitoring of the forums’ activity
Data collection was first seen as an easy task to undertake, but soon turned out an unbearable burden
if done manually. This observation led to the creation of a specific tool (see 3.5).
In the beginning, both the meaning of the collected data and the number of monthly new views were
unobvious. Partners had to build the underlying concept. The number of views is an activity which
describes an audience and, more specifically, the interest aroused for NPS. Such interest does mean a
positive judgement (see 5.3.2). It can be stirred up not by the molecule per se but rather by themes,
such as modalities of use (see 5.2.3).
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1.2.2. Prioritizing substances
For each country, the forums’ monthly numbers of views summarize the interest of users according to
the chemical composition of NSP, their effects and molecular families (see 4.2.1). Several indicators
were used to sum up the raw monthly numbers (see 3.4.4 and 4.2.3), and were included in Activity n°5
to cross-check the data sources and estimate which NSP were spreading.

Rate of
increase
(≈incidence)

+

Already well known substances

Topics with a low rate of views and a
feeble growing
Still confidential substance perhaps in a
very soon process of emergence or not
interesting for users.

Increasing topics with a higher rate
of views
Already well known substances that
still improved its audience
Emerging and interesting substance

Number of Views
(≈prevalence)+

Figure 1 : Scheme on how quantitative data could be used for selecting and prioritizing which NPS should be documented at
first.

1.2.3. Choosing accurate online discussions to guide qualitative analysis
The follow-up of quantitative data, used to prioritise the substances under study, also made possible
to select online discussions. The raw number of monthly new views, the major growth rates, the
duration of online discussions were to be taken into consideration. For instance, given their duration,
“megathreads” are made of hundreds and up to thousands of messages. Their growth rate is low but
the number of new views can be extremely high, in which case it was decided to analyse both the first
hundred and the last hundred or fifty messages, to have a clear view of recent evolutions.
Popular, i.e. most read discussions were favoured since they were likely to convey the most valuable
information to users. After selecting a thread, a fast checking of its content determined whether the
discussion was to be included in technical reports or discarded. Some discussions indeed included
attractive titles but proved uninteresting: for instance, a discussion on purchasing a substance, closed
by moderators as contradicting the forum’s rules, may be consulted afterwards but will offer no further
valuable information.

2. What is a forum? B.A.B.A of a digital space
2.1. Nature and objectives
A forum is a digital space where users exchange information on atopic. It can form a separate site
devoted to a specific theme, or be part of a larger site. In the latter case, the general website may
either cover other subjects that the forum (eg. music, well-being), either to cover different linguistics
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areas (sections organized by languages), or even to offer other services than that of the forum, such
as articles, blogs, games or online sales. On the Internet, forums are traditionally derived from
community aspirations but also created by individual initiatives. Their existence is ensured by two
types of skills: technical skills on one hand, concerning the creation and maintenance of the site;
animation skills relating to the management of the behavior of users on the site on the other hand.
The first are often provided by administrators and the seconds by a moderator, a person who can
combine those two roles (See 2.3.). In order to increase the forum activity, or at least maintain it over
time, economic resources are needed to afford the cost of the required skills.
Generally, moderation, i.e. daily animation of a forum, is provided voluntarily by regular users and
often experts of the themes dealt with by the forum. In contrast, on the forums indirectly managed by
a company or a firm, moderators may not be present on the forum continuously as they are in
community forums. There is no direct moderation ensured on the content of the messages, but users
can report content deemed inappropriate to the moderation team.

2.2. Visual presentation
The visual presentation of the forums is generally homogeneous. Schematically, the digital
environment can be represented by a hierarchical tree representing sub-forum or thematic sub-space.
These sub-forums can be divided in other levels, but there are rarely more than three levels of division.
The last level contains discussions (so-called topics or threads) which themselves consist of a sequence
of messages (posts). The discussions in a sub-forum are prioritized in ascending order of seniority on
the basis of the date of the last written message. They appear one after the other, and are identified
by their title. This one must be concise and summarize the subject and objectives. A discussion is said
to be 'active' as long as new messages are regularly posted. In this case, it remains visible on the first
page of the sub-forum, among the first listed discussions. The older the discussion, the more it 'slides'
in the following pages of the sub-forum.
Messages are written by individuals who have registered on the forum, either as a member or as a
guest. When someone writes a message, it is customary to say that he "posts" a message - indicating
that he sent a communication to all the other users involved on the forum. A discussion which has a
large number of messages and which remains topical several years is called a "megathread".
This description of a forum is the most basic environment but it can vary from one forum to another
(see 4.1.3).

2.3. Description of people on a forum and status
Two main categories of users of a forum can be distinguished: those who participate and those who
just read without participating at all. Those involved use a pseudonym and an avatar2. This duo form a
digital identity, on the basis of which a member develops his sociability with other users. Depending
on the reputation he acquired on the basis of this identity, the person can have different rights and
duties on the forum. These different levels of legitimacy are sometimes put forward through a color
code or the assignment of reputation points.

2

Image used to personify a person. Often with humorous intonations, it can highlight the role of the person on
the forum (ex: monitor whether a moderator) or even an aspect of her personality.
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2.3.1. The hard core
The hard core is composed of persons involved in the technical organization of the forum or in the
animation and the monitoring of daily activity.
Administrators have access to all the technical interface to manage the forum. They are responsible
for the rental of the server, the update of the software used to run the forum and all the visual
evolutions of its facing.
Moderators
Moderators may be administrators or participants that are assigned certain technical tasks. They can
either intervene on the entire forum, or be in charge of a specific sub-sections. Their main
responsibility is to animate the forum, ensuring a regular presence on the site. They check if the
content of the discussions follow the established rules, and they intervene if necessary to enforce
them. They also participate in the discussions, in order to share the best existing resources on the
forum. Their opinion is important, both in style and content, since they are people who must give the
example and should be recognized as expert on the subject.
2.3.2. Members
Members are individuals who have registered on the site. They must log-in so that their account
appears as active on the forum. Unlike non-registrants, they have the right to express themselves on
the forum and sometimes have access to restricted spaces.
Becoming a member goes alongside with regular participation in the forum. However, it can happen
that people register without taking part subsequently in the forum and do not provide a significant
contribution.
Membership endures over time, it is the equivalent to a digital identity. People are identifiable via an
alias and an avatar. Each member has an account, equivalent to a personal space enabling private
communication with other members via a messaging service internal to the platform. Their written
contributions and their relationship give the forum its characteristics and its dynamism.
2.3.3. Non-registered participants
They are represented by readers, who can use differently the site. They are more numerous than the
members and can be viewed as a silent majority. They do not have the right to express themselves on
the forum.
Simple readers
These are people who access the forums to read and get information according to their needs. They
may be regular users following conversations. They are sometimes called "lurkers", to highlight the
fact that they but do not actively participate.
Guests
Some forums may offer the 'guest' function which allows readers who wish to react on time with no
obligation of registration. Unlike membership, it is a temporary status. Temporary guests are
requested to log-in to access the forum.
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The 'hidden '
These are readers accessing the site using a concealed IP (Internet Protocol) address. All forums use
their interface to provide information on the use of their sites (numbers of members, etc.). The number
of "hidden" users may be updated in real time.

2.4. Rules of conduct on a forum
Becoming a member is a serious commitment, as it grants rights and duties. Register is accompanied
by formal acceptance of the forum rules. The rules are published to ensure that people are empowered
in their way of using a collective space.
The common rules on a forum are similar to those expected in society. Through their writings, users
must behave respectfully toward third parties (prohibiting racism, sexism, insults or demeaning tones).
On this aspect, all forums monitored in I-TREND have the same prerequisites. This requirement of
sociability is all the more important as a member known as ("identity") gets recognition and legitimacy
to the online community on the basis of his reputation. Accordingly, a member can get be granted
more important rights, such as access to certain areas of the forum.
Beyond this minimum base, rules are divided in two main categories: those that are intended to ensure
readability and organization of the forum (respect of spelling, writing, and location of messages) and
those which aim to monitor and improve the quality of the debates.
The ability of the team of moderators to enforce this minimum set of rules is essential for the proper
functioning of the forum both in its organization and the usability of the site. If rules are not respected,
moderators can take decisions to rectify the situation either by making changes directly on the
concerned posts, or via sanctions towards the suspected author of the offences. In the case of a simple
mismatch between the topic of the discussion and its location in a subspace, or redundant topics,
moderators can modify, move or merge elements of the forum in order to maintain the whole
organized. In the case of a voluntary disrespect of basic rules, a user account may be suspended for a
period, or even deleted. In extreme cases, the administrator can take the decision to identify the IP
address (Internet protocol) of the person in question and deny him/her access to the server hosting
the forum.

3. Methodology
3.1. Selection of forums
3.1.1. Census of forums addressing drugs and NPS
At the beginning of the project, the coordinator of activity n° 1 proposed a first draft of 28 forums
based on searches on the Internet. This list was then enriched with the proposals emanating from
researches carried out by the partners. All used the so-called snapshot methodology3, in reference to
searching of online sales sites [11]. It consists in using a series of key words in search engines and then
analyzing the contents of the first 100 results. All partners have completed their approach through

3

The purpose is to use a set of key words in search engines before analyzing the contents of the first 100 results.
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academic works4 focusing on the consumer forums online (see also Appendix, summary table of key
words used by countries and the evolution of the number of followed forums during the project).
3.1.2. Selection of monitored forums
To select the appropriate fora in this first list, a first level of criteria was used:
-

The forum should maintain a daily activity – meaning that messages or discussions should be
daily created. The sites remaining online but being no more animated or with a much spaced
out activity across time were therefore dismissed.

-

The forums should have sections specifically dedicated to the NSP. However, the forums
could be sub-forums inserted into a platform proposing broader themes than the sole use of
psychotropic substances, such as musical events, sexuality, etc. Two forums out of the 13
selected for I-TREND had a broader scope than the use of psychoactive products (PartyFlock
and PartyVibe).
The forums should be written in the partner’s language. This criterion did not preclude the
relevant section to be part of a platform covering more important than country-specific
geographical areas (sections multi-language or regional). Three forums out of the 13 are in this
situation.

-

In total, five forums were selected without being strictly focused on the thematic products or
circumscribed to a specific national area. These forums illustrate how the NPS thematic is inserted on
the Internet and related to other topics, such as the link between consumption of drugs and music.
A second level of selection was then linked to the importance of the forum from users of each country,
i.e. if this forum had a particular visibility in the field of drugs for consumers in that country. This
information could come from ad hoc studies or direct empirical knowledge acquired from drug.
Finally, the forums selection should also take into account the capacity of the partners to be able to
actually perform monthly follow up in the mark of their available human resources. A partner country
with responsibility for monitoring strong activity forums could support a fewer number of sites than
other countries.
3.1.3. Distribution and change in the number of forums by countries during the project
At the very beginning of project, 16 forums were selected, restricted to 13 forums to be followed over
a period of one year by all partners. The first months gave rise to readjustments, the inclusion of new
sites compensating the phasing out of some because their configuration did not allow the collection

4

The Czech Republic is based in part on the thesis of Eva Drapalova, responsible for the Czech activity 1 for ITREND. Her thesis sought to model the perception that users have on NPS, through a qualitative analysis online
on the Czech forums discussions and semi-structured interviews with Internet users. Eva Drapalova Perception
of riskiness of the new synthetic drugs (legal highs) among their users, 2011, 110 p.
France referred to the work of Thierry Delprat which allowed to establish a cartography of the inbound and
outbound links between online sites (institutional, vendors, community...) addressing the theme of fungi
hallucinogens, phenethylamines, tryptamines and cannabinoids. Thierry Delprat, The accreditation of
information related to the use of new synthetic drugs. A study from the mediation devices in place on the web,
2011, 105 p.
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of the number of views (Czech Republic), or either because the accessibility in the forum had become
impossible.
Minor troubles occurred during the project, including the momentary suspension of access to a forum,
and were duly dealt with. A notable exception refers to the mere disappearance of a forum. . Changes
affecting accessibility to sites shed a light on the competing logic of the online forums.

Small dead and backstabbing on the Internet: brief history of Legal High Guide
Legal High Guide was a forum followed by I-TREND until its full suspension in October 2013.
Created at the same date as Legal Highs Forum, it was built virtually on the same model. The
traces left on the Internet around its creation, its closure by the US authorities, then its brief
renaissance before its final suspension, show how competition takes shape between the
forums within a market dynamic. Similar to the Deep Web markets [7] it results in a mixture
of bad publicity by proxy sites, malicious acts intended to interfere with the functioning of the
forum, and forced cooperation with the authorities. Watermark emerge also the historical
links between the consumption of psychoactive products forums and forums related to the
video game world. They have indirectly participated in the genesis of specialized forums. The
successive setbacks of Legal High Guides also show how certain administrators, perhaps not
among the most inventive, use simply fake sites or of IRC (Internet relay chat) for the transition
from the closure of a forum to the opening of another.
As Czech forums cannot be observed following the selected methodology (the number of views is
unavailable), Czech participants monitored two English forums. One stopped working a few months
after the beginning of the project (see text box above, small dead and backstabbing on the Internet).
The last, Chems’r’us, presented a large number of discussions per month and implied that its only
follow-up occupied a full-time partner. Few months after the beginning of the study, the French forum
Psychoactif, which had just opened a sub-forum dedicated to the NPS, was included. The forums of
Poland, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom remained online without difficulties of accessibility
over time.
Among English-speaking forums, forums "flagship" and historical sites in the development of drugs
online culture such as Blue Light and Drug Forum were excluded from the scope of the monitoring; on
one hand due to the importance of their size, and on other hand because they are positioned mainly
in closer geographic areas of the United States, such as Canada and Australia.
Because of the supremacy of the use of English beyond its original geographical area, the criterion of
writing in the language of the country was inoperative to select a forum that is specific to the United
Kingdom. So English forums followed in I-TREND are not exclusively frequented by English persons,
however specialized web sites have shown that they represent among all of the possible geographic
origins either the most important or the second most important category (See Annex, the sum up table
with key words used by countries and changes happened during the project.).
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3.2. Description of the forums
3.2.1. Development of the comparative grid analysis among the forums
Initially, each partner provided general information about the selected forums, on their respective
histories, thematic they address, their organizations, the displayed rules and the patterns in which they
are put forward.
In a second step, a more precise grid was developed to allow a point-by-point comparison of the
forums. It includes several sections details, presented in the appendix:
-

-

-

-

-

Section on data relating to the activity of the site (total number of messages, discussions,
members, attendees in real time, etc.). This section is used to estimate the attendance levels
of forums and better describe the indicator chosen to quantitatively study the forums, which
is the average number of new views per day on a month.
Technical section to describe services, software used to support the forum, possible sources
of funding, etc. This section concerns the means allocated to a forum for a more or less great
aesthetic effort and to develop functions more or less complex. It is used to describe what is
here understood as 'the digital environment’ of the forum.
Section on the accessibility of the contents of the forum, that is to say on the need to be
registered or to be able to consult all or only parts of the forum, as well as the procedures
determining the forms of involvement in its functioning.
Section on the goals of the forum and displayed rules, their content, how they are edited on
the forum and more or less formally presented as a contract during the registration process,
the mention of an age limit, the extent of the responsibility of the forum towards users, the
types of sanctions, etc.
Section on the importance and the formalism of the place explicitly left to the offer thematic
(how obtaining molecules, purchases, extractions, etc.) rather than consumption and
pharmacodynamics of substances.

3.2.2. Geographic origin of users
It was necessary for the English forums to determine from which country users are mainly from, since
the forums cover a diverse linguistic area. To confirm if a forum is well attended by people from the
targeted country, ad doc elements such as the history of the forum, its presentation page, or even
surveys conducted by itself on its users, were used. The consultation of the "members’ presentation"
page, where newly registered must go to at first, is also a good way to learn about the users’
geographical origin. However, these elements need to be analyzed systematically and exhaustively.
By default, the geographical origin of users was estimated by comparing data from two web sites
specialized in the analytics of digital traffic5. These data should be considered as rough estimates. It is
not possible to know the exact methodology used by these ranking sites. It is based on the analysis of
a sample of Internet users’ behaviours. These users panel is composed by people who add optional
tools to their browser. Data collected by these tools are then used by specialized sites. It seems that
people who decide to use this type of tool are well aware of how the Internet runs, because of their

5

Alexa. Com and Who.is.
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profession or simply due to the degree of development of their country. It is possible that the AngloSaxon sphere is in fact over-represented in this sample.
The users’ geographic origin was estimated repeatedly across time. A gap between the values up to
20% was found, either between two censuses or between the two web sites used for the estimation.

3.3. Estimation of the attendance levels of forums
Two approaches are possible to estimate the attendance level: it can be estimated from data that are
accessible only to administrators - which implies that the researcher can access them; or alternatively
it is estimated from the information that is visible on the forum itself. The limitations and benefits of
the two approaches are not here described, nor are details of the process of comparison. We would
rather focus on the main important lessons that should be considered for the understanding of the
results.
Estimates from the information available on the forums were favoured, since accessibility to data is
made possible irrespective of the methodological choices made by the researcher on its field of
observation6. A comparison of the visible data on all forums was made. The two sub-forums included
in generalist platforms, PartyFlock and PartyVibe, were excluded since traffic data in connection with
the drugs thematic are diluted in a more general activity.
Taking into account the availability of information and differences in meanings7 led to retain the
number of persons in real time or by default the maximum number of people online (members and
non-registered differentiated) as an indicator of comparison. These two data cover the largest number
of forums, 10 of the 13 tracked. At least two census by forum were performed in the same time span.

3.4. Monitoring the number of new daily views per month
The partners located sub-forums likely to focus on NPS. Only threads created after the first of January
2013 or being updated during the follow-up period were monitored. A total of 5.169 online discussions
were monitored by all partners between October 1, 2013 and 31 October 2014 and their numbers of
views were collected monthly.
3.4.1. Qualifications of the online discussions, classifications used and indicators
developed.
The data management incoming from several partners has requested the establishment of closed lists
of choice. The coordinator of the project activity played a central role in the control of this list. He
validated the names of substances and the terms used to qualify the online discussion and classify
them. For this purpose, he controlled lists of terms made available to partners to qualify the collected
material. If need arose, the coordinator was submitted any new term before their inclusion in the lists.

6

A range of methodological postures is possible according to researchers and forums: the public statement of
the current search on the forum itself, the awareness of few people targeted due to their responsibility on the
forum, or an undeclared research – called also “covert research”.
7
For example, the number of members registered in the forums can means, depending on the forum, as the
number of registered members who have been active on a specified period of time or the number of members
who have registered on the site since the creation of the forum. In the last case, a person who not have
contributed to the forum for a long period of time will be still considered as a member.
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3.4.2. Qualifications of the online discussions
For each collected thread, partners assigned the name of the substance, –usually included in the title
of the discussions, the name of the second substance, or the concerned thematic if the discussion
involved a cross-thematic to NPS (questions about the legal status, on the sites of online sales,
reactions to press articles, etc.) rather than focus on a single product. A discussion could also had been
qualified, if not by a specific substance but by the name of a wider group, when for example the
discussion focused on associations of different products or on comparisons among substances of the
same group (See Appendix, the typologies used to qualify the online discussions). In all cases, the name
of the main substance was responsible for the categorization of the online discussion.
3.4.3. Classification by families and thematic
On the basis of the names of substances identified by the partners, discussions were categorized
according to a double typology, namely the European chemical families used by the EMCDDA through
the EDND (European database on new drugs) and on the basis of the main self-experienced effect
characterizing the substance. This last typology summarized the classification initiated by the forums
themselves, differentiating substances considered as having mainly psychedelic, dissociative and
stimulant effects, etc. This last categorization is very stereotypical since many molecules have several
effects during their metabolism in the body. The substances with empathogenes effects were by
default considered as part of the stimulants family.
Analyzing the data according to this double typology proved necessary, both from a chemical
perspective and the consumer’s point of view. Chemical analysis does not fathom the desired effect
sought by consumers.
A specific family called "branded products" retrieved all products designated by trade names in both
typologies. The commercial name was given as the qualification of the substance, and then the
assigned family was identical for both types, whatever if it was the typology of the EDND or the main
self-experienced effect.
If the discussion focused on a very specific thematic in relation to a substance, such as inquiries about
how to use, its related risks, etc., the partner could also assign to the online discussion a specific theme,
in addition to the name of the substance.
The same online discussion was therefore classified according to the European chemical family and the
main self-experienced effects. Furthermore, it was simultaneously indexed to a particular thematic.
On the other hand, a discussion could be associated only to a thematic and not to a substance and a
particular family. This is the case for example when discussion addressed only the issue of sites of
online sales, legislation around NPS, or articles and media documentaries about NPS.
Substances that did not exist in the EDND base were included in a specific family called ‘irrelevant',
which includes the false chemical names with no reference whatsoever to any particular product, or
true substances that had not been yet identified as well as substances that did not fall within the
European and legal definition of NPS8.

8

Considering the decision 2005/387/JAI from the European Council, the New psychoactive substances
can have an origin synthetic or natural, in pure form or in a preparation, which are not already classified
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3.4.4. Indicators created
Several indicators were created and tested. Only two were the most used, the average number of new
views per month and its monthly growth rate, are presented here (see 4.2.3). The average daily
number of new views per month was retained at the end, as the most operating and easiest to observe
trends. It is the more basic to quantify and indicate the activity on forums.

3.5. Collection and treatment of data
3.5.1. 1st phase: manual collects and used of standard office tools
The monthly census of the number of views by online discussion was first completed manually on an
Excel spreadsheet. Partners collected the number of views by discussions on their respective forums
and reported it in the dedicated file. Reports included the title and URL, the forum and sub-section in
which it pertained, its creation date, and the classification chosen by the partner. Then, for each
collection were deferred its effective date, the number of messages and the number of new views.
Excel tables were then forwarded to the coordinator in charge of their revision (typo error, error on
the names of the substances, synonyms, etc.), to categorize online discussion according to the double
typology used, to aggregate them in a same database and treat them. The excel files were then
redistributed to the partners with the average number of new views available by online discussions
and, when needed, a request to correct any detected errors in the reported values.
3.5.2. 2nd phase: automated collection and online platform for the data treatment and
exploitation
The manual cleaning of the database and its treatment restrained a monthly exploitation with different
typologies and easily spreadable templates (European chemical families or families of effects, by
country, forum, etc...). Furthermore, because of the increasing number of collected discussions, the
monthly census of the numbers of views took more and more time to the partners (2-3 days per month
and per person). This task included also a tedious and repetitive aspect which could demotivate the
most committed partners.
As a consequence, the development of a dedicated online platform was decided and implemented to
facilitate the centralization and the data management. All data previously collected were accessible by
partners through an online platform, where they remained editable, workable online (graphics) and
downloadable – depending on the rights assigned by the OFDT to the users.
To facilitate the management of data from discussions previously or newly collected (N = 5.169), the
interface allowed to control the naming of substances via a predefined list of names of these
substances. The chemical family of belonging according to the EMCDDA’s nomenclature and the main
self-experienced effect of the molecule were automatically attributed on the basis of the selection of
the substance name. Partners willing to indicate that a name was not in the list should sent a message
to the coordinator indicating the name to be included and the concerned discussion (see below in the
box text the link toward the online platform). The platform enhanced the statistical representations

at global level et from which the misuse is newly observed. The NPS can be synthetic product, medical
drug or plants.
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(views cumulative, average new views daily, growth rate) according to different criteria (choice of the
country or countries, choice of the forum or forums, the period of time, etc.).
In addition to France, the data collection and automatic indexing was made possible. The same service
was offered to all of the partners, under the supervision of the Netherlands.

This platform is accessible to the European Commission :
http://ofdt.bdf.net/
Username: EU com
Password: EUCOM
This access allows the consultation of data, the creation of charts but does not permit to download
the full database.

A guideline should be soon be online on the site of I-TREND. A first draft is attached in the appendix.
It is planned to finalize the guideline and broadcast it among Member States through the REITOX
network (European information network on drugs and drug addiction). The objective is to expand
the access and the use of this platform to third parties.

Data are readable by country, forums, substances, chemical families or main self-experimented
effects, and thematic. They are downloadable in several formats, such as Excel, different image
formats, including an html format which allows within the same set of selected data the selection
of type of charts according to different scales and the removal of substances with have extreme
values.
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An automated indexing of number of views of online discussions
Automated indexing is the creation of a software designed to locate and collect specific
information - such as the number of views and the URL of the discussion on each forum. Its
programming is therefore adapted to the configuration of each forum. It is thus able to
collect the number of views relating to the discussions already followed as well as newly
created threads on a monthly basis.
Online discussions that have been previously selected and qualified are constantly
available. Number of views are updated each month automatically. They are exploitable
online to create comparative graphs between countries, forums and groups of substances.
Newly collected online discussions are integrated in a separate base, their follow-up is also
insured monthly but the researcher decides which online discussions are interesting to
isolate, to qualify, and to transfer to the exploitable database.
This operation allows to work either on the whole material or a subset, and retrospectively
get back to one particular online discussion should its views have increased significantly.
A particular care is given to the programming of the software, to avoid interfering with the
proper functioning and the accessibility of the site.

3.6. Routine use: dynamic monitoring of the popularity of the NSP through the
forums
The last step is the "routine" use, to follow the trends in terms of consumers’ interest and to identify
particular events. Facilitated by the availability of the ad hoc software, data collections are carried out
monthly on a larger volume and can be treated retrospectively if needs be. The platform allows to
follow the evolution of the number of new views by molecules, groups of molecules type of effects,
forums, and cross-cutting topics (route of administration for example).
The observer, in capacity to identify threads at the origin of any developments, can then analyze the
contents of these discussion and identify and understand what triggered. In practice, it consists in a
monthly checking of the existence of sudden changes on the value of new views, and in the conducting
of a qualitative analysis of its contents. Updating the database by adding new relevant discussion
threads is based on the above-mentioned automated indexing procedure.

4. Results
The forums were followed between October 1, 2013 and 31 October 2014, it is therefore over this
period that the results are presented to all partners. However, some teams began earlier and
continued quantitative monitoring beyond this period. Through the implementation of a dedicated
tool to automate the data collection, several forums, especially Francophones, are still monitoring.

18/71

JUST/2012/DPIP/AG/3641 - I-TREND WS1 Monitoring user forums

4.1. The forums
4.1.1. The attendance levels of the forums
The comparison of information accessible on interface of the forums provides 3 essential information
about their attendance levels:
1 / The difference between the total number of members in real-time and the overall number of
connected members shows that all members do not attend daily. Regular attendance is the fact of a
minority.
2 / There are constantly more people online who are readers rather than members. The ratio ranges
from 4 to 50 readers for 1 connected member.
3 / On average, there were 618 users online simultaneously throughout the 10 forums. However this
figure is obtained by including Chems’r’us, a popular Internet site mostly frequented by persons living
in the United States; when discarded, the average reduces to 79 users online in real time over the 9
other forums. The median in the first case is equal to 85 and 72 in the latter.
4.1.2. Major specificities of the national forums: historic elements and characteristics
Data that allowed to estimate the geographical origin of the users (see 3.2.2) have underlined the
relevance of the selection of the forums as pertaining to a country-specific national field.
On 4 English speaking forums, only Uk Chemical Research is frequented mostly by an audience from
the United Kingdom. Other English forums are consistently frequented for one third by American IP
addresses. Forums of other countries however have an estimate of geographical origin of their users
that corresponds to 50-70% of the country for which they were selected.
Forums Names
PartyVibe

The United States
27 %

The United
Kingdom 24 %

India 15 %

Germany 7 %

Canada 4 %

Legal Highs Forum

The United States
37%

The United
Kingdom 26 %

Canada 5 %

Australie 4 %

Germany 2 %

The United
States

Ireland 9 %

Canada 3 %

Sweden 3 %

Espagne 5 %

Uk
Chemical The United
Research
Kingdom 51 %

19 %
Chems’r’us

The United States The
United Canada 3 %
46 %
Kingdom 12%

Germany 4%

Drug Forum NL

The Netherlands

The United
States 2 %

71 %

Belgium 22 %

Germany
4%
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Drug Forum Info

The Netherlands

Belgium 43 %

50 %

The United The United Germany 1 %
States 3 %
Kingdom 2 %

DHP

The Netherlands 60 Belgium 29 %
%

The United Canada 2 %
States 6 %

Germany 1 %

Lucid State

France 68 %

Belgium 12 %

Canada 5 %

Swiss 4 %

Finland 2 %

Psychoactif

France 72 %

Belgium 7 %

Canada 4 %

Morocco 2 %

The United
States 1 %

Psychonaut

France 23 %

Belgium 22 %

Italy 13 %

Inde 12 %

United States
11 %

Hyperreal

Poland 76 %

Sweden 14 %

The United Germany 2 %
Kingdom
6%

Dopalamy.com

Poland 88 %

Danemark 3 %

Germany
3%

Italy 1 %

The
Netherlands
2%
The
Netherlands
1%

Table 1 Distribution of the geographical origin of users of the forums according to figures obtained from two specialized
web sites in the analytics of the digital traffic.

National groups formed by the forums do not have the same quantitative importance according to the
average number of new views, they contribute differently to the total number of views.
The selected forums match with the linguistic areas of the participating countries: English forums are
frequented by several countries (e.g. United States, Ireland, Canada, etc.) and Francophone forums
also have an attendance that it is not strictly limited to the France (Belgium, Canada). The attendance
of Morocco is probably due to the French colonial period. It is possible that its share of attendance be
underestimated because of the methodology used by the specialized web sites in the analytics of the
digital traffic.
Polish forums have the particularity to show an attendance that goes beyond the linguistic area of their
country, extending to Northern or Western Europe (Sweden, Denmark, Germany, The Netherlands). A
Polish forum encouraged this involvement by proposing a procedure of inscription on its site in English.
Other explanations could be explored, such as the availability on Polish sites about specific products
seeking by customer-country.
Among the countries that are not partners of the project I-TREND, Italy had a little presence, to the
notable exception of Psychonaut due to a dedicated language section. Germany was present on all
forums but the Francophones. Finally India displayed a significant presence on two sites in particular.
On the totality of the monitored forums, users of Polish forums are the most active in terms of reading
(between 6.000-7.000 views per day), followed closely by the English forums (4.000 to 6.000 views),
the Francophones (2.500 to 5.000 views) and then the Dutch (1.500 to 2.500 views). The curve entitled
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“EU” refers to the forum Chems’r’us, written in English but which was distinguished from the other
English forums as it is attended in high proportion by Americans and people from various Europeans
countries.
For all countries, the average number of views per day continued to increase over the period of
observation. This slow but steady increase is a signal that more and more people have become aware
of the existence of the NPS, apart from the regular members of the forums.

Figure 2 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on drugs forums per countries

Differences in terms of numbers of views between countries are equivalent to the differences among
forums. The 3 more important by descending order are Polish (Hyperreal), British (Uk Chemical
Research) and French (Psychoactif).
Forums written in English
The English forums are numerous and, because of their more international character, they often show
the most intense activity in terms of number of messages, discussions and members.
On 4 selected forums, the oldest appeared in 2000, PartyVibe is primarily focused on the night and
music culture. It has a very small contribution to the total number of new views per month.

21/71

JUST/2012/DPIP/AG/3641 - I-TREND WS1 Monitoring user forums

Figure 3 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day among forums written in English

The English forums are characterized in their majority by the use of branded names of NPS and also
the development of sections dedicated to the relationship between sellers and consumers (see 4.1.3).
This feature is embodied by Legal Highs Forum, created in 2008, i.e. during the second wave of digital
commercialization of NPS [10]. It comes next after the dissemination of hallucinogenic mushrooms, in
shops or on the street, mostly in the United Kingdom or the Netherlands, then on the Internet and
opens itself on the visibility of substances such as the Spice and mephedrone for public institutions [9].
The last two forums, Chems’r’us and Uk Chemical Research, have the strongest contribution to the
average number of new views per day in Anglo-Saxon forums.
Forums written in Dutch
The Dutch forums are characterized by their simplicity and the room they grant to outsider institutions
(See 0). Indeed, the 4 forums for the Netherlands have sections dedicated to the exchange with
professionals and health institutions such as the Trimbos Institute, or else, have at least a section
dedicated to academic work.
As for the United Kingdom, the oldest forum, PartyFlock, date from the beginning of the 2000s and is
turned to the world of the nightlife. It aims at clubbers, lovers of musical events with the online
introduction of the party calendar and photographs taken during night events. It included, in July 2013,
more than 37 forums, all dedicated to specific themes.
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Figure 4 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day among forums written in Dutch

The DHP forum has the lowest contribution to the new views daily average: dating back to 2004, it
presents products first and foremost by their effects. Its community dynamics occurs in the effort doing
to enrich a common encyclopedia on knowledge-related to drugs.
Two other Dutch forums (Drug Forum NL, Drug Forum Info) are related since one split from the other.
Drug Forum NL is one of the European pioneers in the culture of drugs on the Internet. Both forums
share virtually the same organization of their content, with the difference that the newest has a section
dedicated to music and cultural events. Like DHP, these forums are distinguished by a community
spirit. However, they leave a marginal place to sellers by accepting advertising inserts.
Data activity on Dutch forums (e.g. the numbers of views and discussions) illustrate the frequentation
of the forums in general, with a very low number of members online (less than 10 people), but 10 to
50 times more guests/readers. On the other hand, the number of written messages reported on the
total number of members ends up with averages superior to those of all monitored forums. This
suggests that Dutch forums are driven by a very small number of persons, whose writing activity is
important.
Forums written in Polish
Poland has less forums than the other countries, however the oldest, Hyperreal (possibly creates
around 2002), strongly contributes to the overall activity (a little less than 6 000 new views per day).
As Drug Forum NL, Hyperreal is a pioneer. A priori this forum comes from a mailing list created in 1997
and dedicated to stimulants. When newsgroups on the Internet were investigated during the 1990s
following the first police operations, the subscription to a mailing-list was the primary means for
consumers to keep in touch with each other [10]. Today it continues to maintain a militant position on
the subject of drugs in general. This is the forum that triggers the most of readings, among all of the
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observed forums. Unlike Drug Forum NL, this site has evolved from a technical perspective and
presents a more sophisticated environment.
The forum part fits into a platform that redirect users toward several subspaces, all dedicated to drugs:
a space configured on the model of an online collaborative encyclopedia, blogs managed by users, etc.
It relies on a communitarian dynamic but its relationship with providers is not restricted to the
availability of advertising space. Part of the site, accessible only after registration, is dedicated to
discussions on sales of NPS.

Figure 5 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day among forums written in Polish

The second Polish forum, Dopalamy.com, has a less intense activity, although it remains within the
average of the followed forums (between 1 000 to 2 000 views per day). Allegedly created in 2009, the
forum presents a character more "amateur" than his elders, both on the technical aspect of the
environment than on its content. Although promoting the sale of NPS is forbidden, the site contains
many advertisements and does not removes systematically online discussions on supply, such as the
announcement of the opening of a new online site.
Forums written in Czech
Czech forums unfortunately were not monitored in the I-TREND project, because of the unavailable
number of views by online discussion. However, they were followed during the 2 years of the project,
to ensure for one part that no significant developments had taken place and on another aspect their
qualitative content were used to feed up the country technical folders.
Unlike other forums, forums Czechs are not dedicated to the discussion on the psychoactive products.
They take the form of subspaces inserted into generalist listings platforms. Messages about the NPS
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focus more on accessibility products rather than on the description and comparison of side effects
obtained according to dosage and trajectories of the person.
Forums written in French
Three Francophone forums specialized in drugs thematics were monitored.
Among them, two were created approximately in 2004-2006. Lucid State is the oldest to be completely
supported by individual initiatives and - self-management operated. Its main interest lies in the
entheogen plants. Psychonaut is the only forum with an obvious international dimension, by hosting
several language sections9 including a French section. Originally managed by a smartshop, the hosting
and the administration of the forum were since transferred to other people. Historically focused on
the Psychonautisme, it is now more turned towards various products and type of consumers, such as
stimulants or dissociatives10. Psychoactif has the latest NPS section, created in 2012, as well as the
highest attendance. However the forum itself is old, as an emanation of a pre-existing association.
Although the links between it and Psychoactif are not displayed, this forum remains attached to the
subculture supported by ASUD (Association self-support of drug users), who played a key role in France
in the 1990s for the rights of drug users [8].
Next to the NPS section, the site covers a wide range of types of products and topics. Unlike other
forums, a great place is left to alcohol, the misuse of medical drugs, and social or economic problems
which can be related with problematic drug consumption such as employment or family relationships.
The three forums have very community dynamics, while they differ on their management or the way
to stand or not on third structures having a legal existence. For instance, if Lucid State relies primarily
on individual volunteering, Psychonaut has kept links with the world of the smartshops via advertising
inserts and a part of its francophone members have formed a legal association. Psychoactif is the only
selected site to have a legal structure11. Finally Psychonaut and Psychoactif differ in the route of
administration most often described by users. The practice of injection is more often quoted and
accepted on the last forum because of its historical connection with the period of the 1990s in France.
On Psychonaut, consumption patterns are closer to those predominantly observed in festive area, such
as ingestion or sniff.
4.1.3. Differences and similarities in digital environments of the selected forums
On the basis of the analytical grid forums, commonalities and differences have been highlighted. It is
possible to cluster forums in several categories, according to each relevant item. This categorization is
intended to give a schematic reading of the different existing types of forums. However, the procedure
can sometimes conceal more complex nuances between them.

9

Italian, Spanish, English, German, Dutch, Portuguese and French.
"Dissociative" according to users’ terminology means a type of product that causes a sensation of detached
perception of oneself. In clinical terms the dissociation is one of the components by the feeling to breakdown
its psychic unity.
11
Status called “associatif, loi 1901”.
10
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Software supports and services
The combination of these elements, the software support used by the forum and the complexity or
simplicity of the proposed services allow to estimate the level of investment both symbolic and
material in the creation of the digital environment of the forums.
With regard to the software, the forums are divided into two categories: those who use commercial
software (e.g. VBulletin) and those who use open-source software (e.g. PhpBB). This distinction
highlights the different choices in the management of the forum from a financial point of view, but
also in terms of time spent on the technical logistics of the site. Forums that rely on commercial
software have fewer possibility to customize their aesthetics and their services. They virtually share all
the same format. The use of commercial software offers "turnkey" solutions, and release the
administrator of technical duties. Conversely, the forums that use open software have generally a
more customized presentation. The administrator must spend more time to develop the site. This
category of forum may offer more elaborate services rather than the ones using commercial software.
Although the structure of a forum may seem very similar to a site to another, this apparent
homogeneity must not hide the fact that there are many other « secondary spaces ». A secondary
space can be understood as a space allocated to each member (internal messaging service, blog,
publication of the photographs...), or services other than the forum itself, such as IRC12, RSS13 feeds,
or spaces of discussion whose existence may be more or less invisible depending on the access rights
granted to users. The forums may also choose to be connected with different social networks, or even
to propose to be logged on their interface by using pre-existing account on those very same social
networks.
Charging software

Free Software

DHP

Drug Forum NL

Lucid State

Hyperreal

Psychonaut

Drug Forum Info

PartyVibe

Uk Chemical Research

Legal Highs Forum

Chems’r’us

Dopalamy.com

Psychoactif

Table 2 Distribution of Forums depending on the kind of software used.

12
13

Internet relay chat, instant communication platforms between several people.
Really Simple Syndication, simplified way to receive continuous information produced by a site.
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1

2

3
Intermediary

Very basic

PartyVibe
PartyFlock

Basic
Psychonaut
DHP
Drug Forum Info
Drug Forum NL

4
Sophisticated

5
Ultra-sophisticated

(Section for Pictures, (Library,Social
Wikipedia, RSS….)
network...)

(Press
Articles,
interviews,
pictures,
Social network...)

Lucid State
Dopalamy.com
Legal High UK

Chems’r’us
Hyperreal

Uk Chemical
Research
Psychoactif

Table 3 Classification of forums by the sophistication of their environment.

The maintenance and the animation of a forum are time-consuming. This work concerns both
administrators and moderators team. They provide a regular presence on the forum of which they are
in charge, at a rate of several hours per day. In addition to their personal participation in the forum,
the major part of their activity is dedicated to the reading of new posts, to rule enforcement, to answer
questions and, if necessary, complete elements communicated by other users. They may also have the
task to handle some technical aspects such as the removal of "spambots"14. This activity, which can be
very time-consuming is essential to the survival of the site.
Fundings, place left to the actors of the NPS offers and use of branded names
On the funding aspects, there is little data available directly on forums. According to the testimony of
some moderators, almost all forums followed by I-TREND are run by volunteers. On the other hand,
Psychoactif is the only forum that has a legal entity and, as such, the only one to operate with official
accounting. To fund the server that hosts the site, forums can sometimes launch donation campaigns
to their members. Others may choose to generate resources by allocating advertising space. Wherever
they exist, the advertising inserts are almost exclusively occupied by actors of the offer, such as online
shops NPS.
The profit of these inserts could be small-scale and serve only at the expense of rental the server
hosting the forum. For instance, the team of Liverpool John Moores University (LJMU) used a website
specialized in digital traffic and was able to assume that Legal Highs Forum could earn around £ 40 per
month. Depending on the forums, the system of advertisement insert can be coupled with a
commission system. When a purchase on the online shops is concluded whereas the user comes from
the forum, a financial input is given to the latter. Even in this case however, the revenue generated
would be very small.
The link with suppliers is more or less important depending on the forums. Advertisement inserts can
numerous and be accompanied or not by other subspaces also dedicated to supply. A forum can
14

Spambots are programs that surf the Internet, identify sites where users can express themselves like blogs, or
forums. They create an account then they edit repeatedly texts containing key words or links to external sites.
The content that is posted so systematically strengthens the Internet visibility / referencing of websites that are
cited by this content. This type of tool is typical of competing logics in the digital economy where a customer can
pay the services of someone dealing with spambots and request to target particular web sites and to deliver
specific message. Repeated editing of messages can lead to asphyxiate a site and make it unusable. Spambots,
in addition to their ability to nuisance, are part of the techniques of "spamdexing", i.e. optimization techniques
of the visibility of a Web site. They are regarded as unfair and often banned by search engines.
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simultaneously promote online shops with the advertisement and prohibit its members to use the
name of them in their discussions. Other forums have sections dedicated to supply with more or less
specific rules for these sections. Depending on forums again, this type of space is not necessarily in
open access.

1

2

3

 Not
specific
space
for
advertisement
insert
or
content for the
supply
 Rules target
only
consumers’
behaviour and
the demand,
not the supply

 Not
specific
space
for
advertisement
insert or content
for the supply
 It is not allowed
to indicate the
name of the
online
web
shops

 Advertissement
insert
 It is not allowed
to indicate the
name of the
online
web
shops

4

5

PartyFlock

Legal Guide Line

Psychonaut

 Advertissement
 Advertissement insert
insert
 Sub-forums dedicated
 Sub-forums
to the supply in free
dedicated to the
access or or with
supply in free
condition (password or
access
invitation )
 Links toward online  Links toward online
web shops access –
web shops access –
free access or with
free access or with
condition
condition (password or
(password
or
invitation )
invitation )
 Specific rules about
 General
rules
the
supply
and
about the supply
dedicated sub-forums
Dopalamy.com
Chems’r’us

PartyVibe

DHP

Drug Forum NL

Not For consumption

Lucid State

Drug Forum Info

Uk Chemical Research

Hyperreal

Table 4 Categorization of forums according to the importance of the place left to the NPS supply on the site.

In parallel, forums have different attitudes towards the use of product names. Abbreviations of
chemical names are most often the basis of the discussions, but forums may allow the use of the
commercial names, tolerate, discourage and even prohibit their use. The table below offers a
classification reflecting the main attitudes of forums over the use of trade names, although they are
not strictly exclusive.
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Chemical names
Psychoactif
DHP
Lucid State
Psychonaut
Drug Forum NL
Drug Forum Info
Hyperreal
PartyFlock

Branded names

Dopalamy.com
Legal Highs Forum

Use of chemical and branded
names both
Uk Chemical Research
PartyVibe
Chems’r’us

Table 5 Categorization of forums according to their tendency to use mainly chemical names or commercial of the NSP.

4.1.4. The formalism of the rules
Forums as a whole do not enforce their rules equally. All mention the reported above minimum rules
(see 0), but they are not developed and presented in the same way. Many criteria may be used for
comparing point by point the forums about the rules they employ15.
However, on the basis of all these elements, it is difficult to establish an order reflecting the importance
of the rules currently applied on a forum. It may have few rules, but to demonstrate a great vigilance
in their application on a daily basis, or on the opposite, it can have formalized them in detail and not
to be very vigilant on their enforcement. In all cases, forums are digital spaces where users are
expected to make an important effort of self-management.
Beside specific rules to define on the NPS offer, four categories of rules can be distinguished:
The rules relating to products
All forums mention the need to respect the legislation in force in their country. To facilitate this
compliance with laws, links toward their national legislation are included in their rules. Concerning the
description of self-experienced effects, the forums can promote the drafting of trip reports according
to a specific layout. This format refers to the work of Alexander Shulgin: the writings must be very
factual, doing reference to a minimal set of information to describe the situation, such as the name of
the substance, the dosage, the time line from the initial dose and the following, also the successive
appearances of various feelings and the consumer’s weight, age, etc.
The rules aim to discourage a third party to consume the product and avoid its apology. To clarify what
is expected from members, some forums have taken specific measure as to prohibit the editing of
posts indicating that its author is online and under influence16, or to invite people to do not discuss in
detail the dosage used, especially when they know that they have a tolerance to the products and that
15

Such as the mention of a minimum legal age to view the content of the site, the manner in which the
registration is subject to the taking of knowledge of the rules (partially or fully), the importance of the
development and detail them so that their greater or lesser highlighted on the forum (displayed in a fixed and
visible on any page or in a specific location).
16
Practice call« Live report ».
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they are above the usual recommended dosages. This is done to avoid rivalry among members and
readers, and tame behaviors inciting a race toward the highest dosage.
The rules relating to the form of edited messages
Regarding style, a minimum of compliance is expected on the writing. If the degree of requirement
varies from one forum to another, it is generally requested to avoid the phonetic style. Some forums
may adopt a teaching attitude and try to strengthen members ‘ability to express themselves in writing.
A member with repeated misspellings may be indicated his mistakes or be advised on the
implementation on the layout of his message (e.g. paragraph spacing).
Users must also respect the thematic organization of the forum. For instance, people are invited to
seek and choose the thematic subspace that matches with their questions. It is recommended before
editing a message, or create a discussion, to look on the forum if the topic has already been created
and if answers have not already been made. If this is not the case, but if similar topic already exists,
people are requested to edit their posts in the same discussion relating to this topic, even if the
conversation is old and has not been updated for a long time.
The rules relating to the quality of the edited messages
Some forums follow newly registered individuals during their 20 or 30 first posts. A person who does
not exceed this threshold is not granted access to all of the possibilities offered by the site, including
to send private messages to other members. This measure is taken among other things to prevent
members being bothered by newcomers asking for names of online shops.
=New members are watched over, to make sure that they are fully aware of the on-going rules and to
observe the manner in which they take hold of the forum. Their edited messages should express their
commitment toward the community, for instance by respecting the addressed topics. It is expected
that members’ contribution elevate the quality of exchanges, i.e. to be constructive and interesting to
all users. Users consistently writing off-topic or sending posts of poor interest will be labelled as
undesirable and may be sanctioned. Furthermore, the most rigorous forums require that information,
especially when they are pharmacological or medical, should be sourced and include links toward the
appropriate documents.
The rules relating to the responsibility of the forum
The forums belonging to this last category are especially different. If all mention that members bear
the sole responsibility for their messages and content, they claim it differently. For instance, warnings
on personal responsibility are set in different places of the forum. Some forums will place their
disclaimer embodied in the structural facing of their web site, so that it can be continuously seen from
all webpages. Others will simply refer to their responsibilities and to the definition of their privacy
policy in a dedicated page, without systematically coupled it with the sign-in process.
Finally, some forums seek to raise awareness of their members regarding their personal data, should
the forum be hacked (or seized). They give advice on how to use safely the Internet in general and the
forum in particular regarding their personal identity.
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4.1.5. The accessibility of the forums and the opening to the outside: between public and
private space
On the Internet, forums o cannot act as free spaces since all their contents can be consulted and remain
submitted to the legislation in force. In addition to the degree of subordination to the rules, the forums
have different attitudes on: the accessibility of their content, how to interact with external
stakeholders, such as researchers, or the value of a copyright. However tempting to consider forums
as public digital spaces, it is clear that people in charge have the desire to control their access.
Content accessibility depends on thematic and the users ‘statutes
Most forums allow readers to access all their content without registration (7 forums), writing
remaining a member or a guest status’s right.
Other forums allow their members to select how much they wish to keep their post hidden for common
reader and let them visible only for forums members (1 site). Some sites can indicate the existence of
sub-forums, accessible only after registration (2 sites) or additionally on invitation from moderators (2
sites). These restrictions may include sub-forum with different topics or different importance. Some
may restrict access to subspaces dedicated to NPS or only on NPS offer, or regarding the extraction of
psychoactive products, etc. Finally, a forum may very well not mention the existence of secondary
spaces, which will only become visible and accessible after invitation (1 site).
Supervision of exchanges with representatives of external structures: dedicated
sections and copyright
The forums manifest different attitudes from outsider structures, whether they are researchers
representing universities, journalists or social organization working on harm reduction.
The Dutch forums are those pertaining to the largest used in the framing of such exchanges. They all
have a dedicated sub-forum where professionals can intervene to answer on harm reduction question,
epidemiology on drugs consumption, medical issues and so on. The Francophone forum, Psychoactif,
also counts with a section open to support addictions professionals. Occasionally, it can also adapt
itself to the context by creating dedicated temporary spaces: the forum had agreed to create a space
dedicated to the I-TREND project, in which consultation was possible only after registration.
Organization working on harm reduction may be tolerated throughout the discussions, depending on
forum’s policy, provided their avatar and pseudonym refer explicitly to their institution. However, a
majority of the selected forums do not count with sub-forums specifically dedicated to the exchanges
with external institutions. Some have affixed stickys17 related to this topic, which can either explicitly
prohibit the intervention of journalists on the forum or, on the contrary, invite the representatives of
a foreign institution to intervene via the creation of a dedicated discussion.
Finally, the forums differ from their use of copyrights. Only Hyperreal, Chems’r’us and Psychoactif make
use of them. Here too, the definition of the type of license of copyright and how it is displayed on the
site greatly differ from one forum to another.

17

Discussions standing at the top of the flow of updated discussion.
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4.2. The follow-up to the audience appeal of the NSP through the forums
4.2.1. National situations
Very often we see that a family stands for one country in particular. It is also possible to observe that
one particular substance is often behind the activity of one family.
Forums written in English (2 693 online discussions)
The forums considered for this section are: PartyVibe, LegalHigh Forum and Uk Chemical Research,
followed from the 1st December, 2013 to the 31 October 2014 by the team of the LJMU and Chems’r’us,
followed by September 1, 2013, to September 30, 2014, by the team of the CUNI. In total, 2.693
discussions were followed, 2.193 without the thematic discussions on a total of 400 names of listed
substances18.
a) According to the chemical classification used by the EMCDDA
The biggest online discussions referred to phenethylamines (19%), cannabinoids (13%), branded
products and cathinones which are tied (11%). Should the number of views be considered, the order
is somewhat different: commercial products are the most consulted, followed by the category 'other'
and then 'benzodiazepines', almost equal with cathinones

Table 6 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in English and displayed with the European
typology.

The 'other' category is mainly supported by consultations on AL-LAD and LSZ products. The
'benzodiazepines' category covers 9 substances, almost exclusively on etizolam and practically since

18

Number of substances not yet stabilized, list all names of substances collected (fictitious, branded names,
chemical names, etc.). The suppression of synonyms and typing errors would be again under process, however,
the remaining is marginal should not impact results.
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the beginning of the observation (500 news views daily in October 2014 against 100 for other
products).
These categories ‘branded products’, 'other' and 'benzodiazepines' are the most consulted by the
forums which were monitored by the team of the LJMU. Chems’r’us, the Anglo-Saxon forum, mainly
frequented by Americans, do not participate in their visibility. Consequently, these indications are well
focused on the United Kingdom. On the other hand, it is possible to observe that the interest for one
or other of the categories differs according to the forums: Legal High Forum is the one that has the
greatest number of views on branded products, while Uk Chemical Research activity is based on the
categories 'Other' and 'Benzodiazepines'.
b) According to the classification by main types of self-experienced effects

Table 7 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in English and displayed with the main selfeffect typology.

Stimulants are the most visible (94 different substances), obtaining the greatest number of views,
followed by psychedelics, (65 substances). These categories also account for the largest number of
threads (35.2% and 23.9%, respectively). Ethylphenidate, as etizolam in the 'benzodiazepines' family,
is practically the one substance of the stimulants family which constitutes the bulk of the average
number of daily new views.
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Table 8 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in English and for products having stimulant
effects and the most consulted.

The category of psychedelics is more picked up around five products area, but among them the ALLAD and the LSZ are most viewed.
Forums written in Dutch (767 online discussions)
The forums considered for this section are PartyFlock, Drug Forum NL, Drug Forum Info, DHP, each one
of them followed from the 1st July, 2013 to December 31, 2014 by the Trimbos Institute team. A total
of 767 discussions were followed, 691 without thematic discussions for 169 listed substances19.
a) According to the chemical classification used by the EMCDDA
The family of phenethylamines (28 substances at European level, 17 identified in the Dutch forums),
completely overwrites the visibility of other families. The arylalkylamines family comes closely in
second position.

19

Number of substances not yet stabilized, list all names of substances collected (fictitious, branded names,
chemical names, etc.). The suppression of synonyms and typing errors would be again under process, however,
the remaining is marginal should not impact results.
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Table 9 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Dutch and displayed with the European
typology.

The first family, phenethylamines, is mainly quoted by PartyFlock, and the arylalkylamines family
forms the most viewed topic by users coming from forums such as Drug Forum Info.
b) According to the classification by main types of self-experienced effects
In terms of families of mainly self-experienced effect, the Dutch as the English show a taste for
stimulants and psychedelics20.

20

Meaning changes in physical feelings, notably visual.
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Table 10 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Dutch and displayed with the main selfeffect typology.

In the family of stimulants (only 9 substances found), the 4-FA molecule remains the most followed,
either in number of views or existing discussions, including by general forum such as PartyFlock. Among
products with psychedelic effects, 2C-B is the most read and the most discussed. Towards the end of
the project, Bk-2C-B also attracted a readership, as an echo to the popularity of the former. There also
can be a difference of audience between the forums: unlike 4-FA, 2C-B is more often consulted by
users of forums specialised on NPS.
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Table 11 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Dutch For the 4-FA only.

Table 12 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Dutch for the 2C-B only.

The number of new daily views for 4-FA and 2C-x on the Dutch forums is so important that all their
activity is virtually centred only on these two products. Apart from these two headlights molecules, it
is possible to distinguish to a much lesser extent all variants of 2C-x, methoxetamine, 6-APB, 5-MEODMT, mephedrone, etizolam. According to data carried out for other countries and also under the
activity 5 with Top List, those substances are found in almost all national situation.
In addition, details of the data shows that compared to other countries, virtually no discussion pertains
to commercial products. However the Netherlands and France address more often the subject of the
nootropics (Amiracetam, Noopept...)21. Reading about these products is mainly generated by a public
related to general forum such as PartyFlock, steering clear of specialized drug forums in the first place.
Such information suggests that different types of subgroups of consumers are perceptible among
Internet users (See 5.5.3).
Forums written in Polish (767 online discussions)
The forums considered for this section are: Hyperreal and Dopalamy.com, followed from the 1st
September, 2013 till December 31, 2014 by the team of the University of social sciences and

21

Nootropiques as defined by the EMCDDA report on hallucinogenic mushrooms in 2006 as «refer to chemicals
which are claimed to have mild to moderate positive mental or physical effects such as improvements to
memory, cognition, and clarity of thought or 'anti-aging' effects. ». They can also be plants, food complement
and legal. See Hillebrand and al. Hallucinogenic mushrooms : an emerging case study.
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humanities of Warsaw (SWPS). A total of 767 discussions had been followed, 702 without the thematic
discussions, for 268 listed substances22.
a) According to the chemical classification used by the EMCDDA
According to the EDND classification by chemical families, the cathinones family is the one with the
largest number of readings (3,500 to 2,000 views).

Table 13 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Polish and displayed with the European
typology.

22

Number of substances not yet stabilized, list all names of substances collected (fictitious, branded names,
chemical names, etc.). The suppression of synonyms and typing errors would be again under process, however,
the remaining is marginal should not impact results.
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Table 14 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Polish and for the cathinones the most
consulted.

In terms of substance, 3-MMC and mephedrone have the greatest number of views (from 400 to 900
daily new views) which remained stable through. During the period of the project, 3 - MMC supplanted
mephedrone. In third position, pentedrone lost its rank for the benefit of alpha-PVP, but with a lesser
number of new views than the duo 3-MMC / mephedrone (250 new views). Outside cathinones,
cannabinoids, commercial products and phenethylamines are the second group of most visited
families (500 to 750 views per day on average for each of these groups).
b) According to the classification by main types of self-experienced effects
In terms of outcomes, the activity of reading focuses on stimulants (approximately 3,000 new views
per day), then substances with cannabinoid and psychedelic effects at almost equal level (between
500 and 1000 views per day).
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Table 15 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Polish and displayed with the main selfeffect typology.

In terms of substance, the distribution of the number of new views is very close to what is observed
with the EDND classification as cathinones form a homogeneous family in terms of effects, unlike
phenethylamines. Among stimulants, mephedrone by far remains the substance most consulted.
Substances which stand after mephedrone and 3-MMC are alpha-PVP, pentedrone, and finally
ethylphenidate, a piperazine.
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Table 16 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Polish, about the compounds having
stimulant effects and being the most consulted.

Table 17 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in Polish, about the compounds having
stimulant effects and being the most consulted – without the 3-MMC and the mephedrone.

Substances which stand after 3-MMC and mephedrone are the alpha-PVP, the pentedrone, and finally
- a piperazine - the ethylphenidate.
Top number of created discussion threads and topics are those related to commercial products (137
discussions) and sites selling online (62 discussions). Unlike other countries, online discussions do not
explicitly refer to a substance in particular, but rather to a mixture of substances of the same family
(ex: mixture of cathinones, synthetic cannabinoids).
Forums written in French (942 online discussions)
The forums considered for this section are: Psychonaut, Lucid State, Psychoactif have been followed
from August 1, 2013 by the OFDT team. During the project, a total of 942 discussions have been
followed, 767 with no thematic discussions and 186 names of listed substances23.
a) According to the chemical classification used by the EMCDDA
The number of views on the Francophone forums during the period of the project is the most
contrasting among the national datasets. During an initial period (August 1, 2013 to 31 January 2014),
cathinones and phenethylamines were the most visited families of similar importance (about 300 to
400 daily views each one). From February to end of June 2014, cathinones definitely distinguish
themselves from other families of substances (750 to 800 daily new views).

23

Number of substances not yet stabilized, list all names of substances collected (fictitious, branded names,
chemical names, etc.). The suppression of synonyms and typing errors would be again under process, however,
the remaining is marginal should not impact results.
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Table 18 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in French and displayed with the European
typology.

This increase can be explained by the recent inclusion of the forum Psychoactif. The site gathers a more
varied audience than the other two forums, including former or active intravenous injectors. In July
2014, discussions in connection with the availability of e-liquids24 containing synthetic cannabinoids
caused an abrupt increase in the number of readings on the online discussions dedicated to
cannabinoids superior to discussions on cathinones (1 000 daily views on average).
In terms of molecules, the cathinones family is mainly supported by two substances: 3-MMC and 4MEC. Conversely, the family of phenethylamines, as important as cathinones, is split in several
substances. Online discussions that attracted attention covered several phenethylamines
simultaneously. In second place come nominally distinct substances, such as 25-I-NBOME, with an
average number of new daily views stable over the entire period of the project.
b) According to the classification by main types of self-experienced effects
In terms of effects, the increase in activity on synthetic cannabinoids since July 2014 was followed by
stimulants (from 1,000 to 1,800 new views daily), more than any other families throughout the
duration of the project. Psychedelics ranked third (from 500 to 700 daily views), while other families
were on average at height of 250 views a day or less.

24

Liquid for e-cigarette.

42/71

JUST/2012/DPIP/AG/3641 - I-TREND WS1 Monitoring user forums

Table 19 Evolution of the mean number of new views per day on forums written in French and displayed with the main selfeffect typology.

From a chemical classification perspective, 3-MMC and 4-MEC are the most important/popular
substances among cathinones. But considering the number of views by self-experienced effects, it is
possible to observe that between 3-MMC and 4-MEC are: the ethylphenidate (category piperazines),
followed by a specific trade name - synthacaine - and finally methylphenidate (other category).
Psychedelics family is, as phenethylamines, very gathered on substances that considered individually
have an average number of views relatively low (60 views daily at least). Only Bk-2C-B stands out a
little more during the last months of the follow-up, as on the English and Dutch forums. On families of
psychedelics or phenethylamines, their total values is made by the aggregation of a large number of
much lower values. This means that many molecules of these two families are poorly consulted. The
readership of these families is probably smaller than that concerned by cathinones and synthetic
cannabinoids.
4.2.2. An Interest focused on a few specific NPS
The work achieved on forums suggests that very few substances raise interest among consumers, even
if the so-called psychonaut sub-group systematically experiment multiple substances. This observation
is consistent with the collected data, either in the I-TREND project25 or in other national observation
system (DIM in the Netherlands, TREND in France).
In terms of outcomes, the results show that the interests of users of the forums before carry on
molecules that have stimulant effects, empathogenes, and psychedelics.
There are systematically less cited different substances on the national forums than substances
identified at European level. Some forums yet being spaces frequented by persons specifically with a
25

Workstream 3 with the online survey, the workstream 5 with TOP Lists on the most likely NPS to be in
diffusion.
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polyuse of the DK, it was expected that an equally important number of molecules is found on the
national forums at European level.

EDND
end
2014

FR

NL

PL

UK

Aminoindanes

6

5

3

2

4

Arylalkylamines

32

11

8

13

15

Arylcyclohexylamines

9

7

6

3

8

Benzodiazepines

9

5

7

0

9

Branded Product

1

6

6

138

274

Cannabinoids

151

17

5

33

40

Cathinones

92

18

17

26

41

Indolalkylamines (fe tryptamines)

43

19

16

18

25

0

12

15

9

29

Opioids

19

3

3

3

9

Others

69

19

15

7

28

Phenethylamines

87

32

27

32

38

Piperazine derivates

15

5

2

2

1

Piperidines & pyrrolidines

7

4

2

3

4

Plants & extracts

16

0

0

0

5

Total

556

163

132

289

530

EDND
Families

Irrelevant
Substances not listed by the EDND, not identified,
or which don’t fit with the legal definition.

Table 20 Distribution by chemical families of the number of substances cited in national forums

compared to those identified at European level.
This means that the demand/consumption has not the same importance than the offer. Conversely, in
each country it is possible to see that chemical families are represented by one or two substances that
represent the majority of the number of views:
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In addition, the United Kingdom and Poland have specific situations because of the importance of
products sold under branded names, which represent the category that is most viewed, before any
chemical name of NPS.
4.2.3. The dynamic vision of the NPS audience appeal
Comparing the number of views within the NPS families indicates the predominance of certain
molecules relatively to others.
The continuous monitoring of the number of views makes possible to understand how the NPS
phenomenon evolves across time. Keeping tracks and memory of the genesis phenomenon is
important to conceptualise isolated facts. The simultaneous use of two indicators, i.e. the average
number of views and its growth rate, allows a dynamic reading of the data. Growth rate allows a better
assessment as it takes into account the importance of the increase of new views from previous
collections. It highlights changes, shifts, of trends in the interest of readers toward the different
families, whereas they are chemicals, or main self-experienced effect. It is therefore possible to point
out some changes in the consumers’ pattern of consumption.
The interpretation of quantitative changes in the audience appeal of one particular NPS should take in
consideration the earlier developments in the number of views, both the analysis of the context and
the triggering event (legislative and media watch), as well as the qualitative analysis of the discussions.
With the benefit of insight over several months, the monitoring suggests three situations where the
number of views for one molecule is likely to increase: the usual and temporary increase when a new
molecule is released on the market; the regular and continuous increase; an increase after several
months of commercialisation.
Often, the number of views is unusually important at the beginning of the commercialisation,
particularly when the name of the molecule is similar to the name of another previously considered as
“interesting” by consumers (4-MMC, 4-MEC...). One hypothesis is that the sole similarity of names
arouses the interest of the largest number of readers, thinking that the product will answer their
expectations. This phenomenon has been observed for example in Poland, with 2-MMC, 3-MEC, alphaPHP or ethylcathinone. Generally, the interest decreases very rapidly following the first testimonies of
experimentation and therefore the average number of new views per day decreases also, causing a
slow growth of the total number of views. If the growth rate is unstable or does not rebound on the
long term, the product will be no more a subject of interest from consumers.
Conversely, if an acceleration appears again for a molecule in a very short time span, the molecule is
likely to become a stable trend over time. In France, both Bk-2C-B and 4-Fluorocathinone have
experienced such a development. The name of Bk-2C-B evokes 2C-B, a famous NPS banned
internationally in 2001. The interest of consumers for this molecule is also perceptible in other
participant countries.
It is then necessary to consider the type of forums the increase takes place in order to establish what
consumers ‘profiles are related to the recorded activity. Depending on the degree of specificity of users
involved and the type of effects obtained, the concerned molecule can be then addressed to a general
audience or to a restricted circle of consumers (see 5.2.1).
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An increase that occurs after several months of commercialisation means that an external event has
reactivated the interest of users toward the product. The increase can be notably supported by new
readers, who have discovered the product between its bringing on the market and the recent period.
Changes can be motivated by an incident relayed by media, findings from scientific publications, or by
a change in the supply (legislation, street deal, or packaging) which makes the product accessible to a
new audience.
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The alpha-PVP, a spreading pattern by several times
Known since 2011 on forums, alpha-PVP was characterized by a low and stable number of news
views in the French and English speaking forums. On polish forums its number of views was a
little more important, but still less than the flagship molecules for this country (mephedrone,
3-MMC and pentedrone). Around May-June 2014, an increase is recorded primarily for English
forums (Legal Highs Forum) and Polish (Hyperreal) and in September an increase is also
recorded on a French forum (Psychoactif). At the opposite, on Chemicals DIY, attended
essentially by Americans persons, a very strong consultation happened in early 2014, then the
average number of views fell gradually.
These changes in the activity of the forums could be linked with the transition of the sale of
alpha-PVP from the Internet to others ways: in the United States, the temporary ban of alphaPVP came in force at the end of February 2014 and the molecule began to be sold on the street
under the name "Flakka". In France, signals were recorded from february till the summer of
2014, showing alpha-PVP sold as substitute for products presented as stimulants (cocaine,
MDMA, etc.).
These changes in the traffic channels, from the Internet where alpha-PVP was little considered
by the users, toward the streets, had for consequences to revive an activity around it. Changes
increased the spread of the molecule among a new audience, which is not a regular user of
forums.
For example, in June 2014 the online discussion the most seen about alpha-PVP on the forum
Not For consumption had not been updated since 2013. This means that until the new
information intake, this discussion did not appear among the first topics the more discussed
and viewed at T time. Users who viewed this discussion during the increase are probably people
who do not attend the forum every day, but get the thread directly from a search engine.
Similarly, on French forums, the increase is also due to the fact that alpha-PVP is mentioned for
the first time on one of three forums (Psychoactif). While this molecule is known by other
Francophone forums for several years (2 to 3 years), this outbreak reflected an interest on the
part of a new group of consumers.
Qualitative analysis also made possible to highlight that a particular mode of consumption, here
the inhalation, had for consequence to make the molecule attractive primarily for a sub-group
who prefer this route and look particularly physical effects, similar to crack. For example, on the
Polish forum, in June 2014 the increase was driven by two types of online discussions, one on
the importance of the craving with alpha-PVP and the other on the consumption of alpha-PVP
by inhalation or vaporization (bulb, water pipe, spray ...). The Polish team has documented
alpha-PVP via a national technical folder, where it mentions that the product is quoted to be
"the crack of the poor." During the fulfillment of the European joint report during the summer
of 2015, elements from the TREND network and the qualitative analysis of online discussions
have reinforced this finding also for France.
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5. Discussion on results: on the usefulness of monitoring and observing forums
5.1. To design different generations of forums
On the basis of the previous results, it is possible to regroup the forums by "generation", although not
age-driven. For instance, a forum can fit the 3rd generation but was created in the early 2000s.
Generations of forums are organized taking into account the degree of sophistication of the
environment, the formality of their rules and the place accorded to supply on the website. The
consolidation of the forums in 3 groups highlights their progressive specialization into two dynamics,
either community or merchandising26.
5.1.1. The 1st generation
The so-called 1st generation forums is dedicated to sub-forums treating of drugs in general, located
inside generalist platforms whose purpose is not the consumption of psychoactives products. In the ITREND project, these forums are represented by PartyFlock and PartyVibe which are both specific subforums on drugs within platforms mostly dedicated to music. Their interface is very basic, the rules are
minimum, and the thematic of the supply is not quoted at all, as if it is obvious that the purpose of the
forum is not to discuss how to get substances. People who attend this type of forums do not seem to
be NPS expert consumers, but rather seek information on common drugs available in the real market,
such as 4-FA in the Netherlands. This audience can also be particularly interested in drugs which are
borderline with the legal NPS definition, such as smart drugs or nootropic products.
5.1.2. The 2nd generation
The second generation forums was concomitant to the dissemination of hallucinogenic mushrooms in
several countries of the European Union from 2004 to 2008 [10]. Forums that were created in this
period have often drugs as main subject. They have a basic or intermediate environment, whatever
they use a commercial or free software, their general configuration has not changed since their
creation. Their rules are more elaborate than those of the general platforms, they are systematically
associated with registration and are displayed in the front of the general structure of the forum.
Proximity with suppliers is visible, but takes different shapes according to two groups. A first restricts
retailers’ presence to the advertisement space and puts forward its specific culture, often
characterizing itself as a community. The second group offers both buyers and sellers different
possibilities to interact and seems less concerned by the handling of a community identity.
The first group is mostly composed by forums created under the pushing of Dutch smartshops, or at
least, seeming to be related to these retailers. They may have banners reserved only for these
smartshops, but none other advertisings are done for other online retailers. Quoting names of retail
sites is prohibited, whatever they are. The use of trade names is not strictly prohibited but it is
discouraged. These forums have as main subject the psychonautism, characterized by sections
dedicated to the 'Trip reports' and a larger category for psychedelic substances. Members’ writings
demonstrate knowledge in organic chemistry and pharmacology of drugs. Moderators maintain a
dynamic of education and encourage members to be self-taught in the apprentice of such knowledge.
Individuals must seek for information by themselves rather than simply ask, they must pay attention
to the forum organization and edit their posts in pre-existing threads if the topic has already been

26

Meaning a set of techniques aiming to create the best match possible between the supply and the demand.
These forums can also proposed tie-products on drugs (smoking paraphernalia, books, clothes, etc.).
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discussed. The invitation to not multiply online discussions but rather continue some of them allows
forums to "capitalize" information across time. These particular discussions are called megathreads:
they represent the forum "memories", because they gather the contribution of several generations of
consumers.
The forums insist on the purpose of their action: they do not provide a service of questions-answers
for users, they are a place of comprehensive exchanges in which individuals are expected to be
responsible and involved for getting information they look for. Furthermore, they must justify their
opinions about substances, to quote their sources or to specify when they express a point of view on
the ground of their personal experiences.
The community dimension is in first place characterized by the centrality of the psychonautism,
secondly by the dynamic of exchanged knowledge. But if the latter helps to act as a lever for improving
knowledge at the level of individuals, it can also function as a barrier to entry in the forum. Other
minors/ancillary elements reinforce the community dimension, such as calls to contribute to the
financing of the forum, or sections that facilitate the meeting of members in real life.
The second group of forums is predominantly Anglo-Saxon, with forums more accessible to advertising
insert for various online web shops, either they are smart shops or RC shops. They count with
dedicated spaces to the supply, with specific rules, make possible discussions about relationships with
online web shops and retailers can intervene by identifying themselves. The use of commercial names
inside online discussions is not forbidden, and may even be encouraged. For instance, moderators can
use branded product names as pseudonym or the image of their package as avatars. If these forums
have also an important social dimension with sections dedicated to music, cinema, etc., they do not
have elements suggesting a claim as community.
5.1.3. The 3rd generation
The 3rd generation is a specialisation of the community and merchandising dynamics observed among
the forums of 2nd generation. This specialization is similar to forum’s professionalization, as well as a
shift from collectives of individuals to entities looking for visibility and recognition on the digital space.
Whether they were recently created or not, in all cases they continue to update themselves to
technological developments on the Internet and provide a much more complex and developed
environment than the other forums. The choice of tools demonstrates the willingness to better
develop the full possibilities offered by the forum, with services as chat, "shoutbox", mobile versions,
affiliations with social networks...
Their rules are not necessarily more formal than those of 2nd generation, but they grant more
importance to copyright compliance and the visibility of their disclaimers. These two elements
reinforce the image of a contract between an individual and an entity. It indicates that the forum is
not only seen as a way of sharing information, but as a proper source of knowledge.
Forums which strongly develop the community dimension are related to the 90’s, period where autosupports movements professionalised themselves and were very activist. The community dynamics is
amplified by an organisation which not only deals with drugs matters through specific effects or uses,
such as the psychonautism, but also covers a variety of topics, such as alcohol or drug misuse. Beyond
psychedelic effects or the elaboration of scientific discourse and the claim of a rational behaviour
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toward psychoactive substances, the main subject is their general use and their implications in key
areas, such as the family or the work life. In addition to the forum itself, the website can also promote
the publication of articles, notes or blogs, on the drugs subject.
Forums that focus on merchandising, in the meaning that they try to create an optimal situation
allowing the demand and offer fit together, rely on one group of few online retailers27. This grouping,
which was created approximately between 2008 and 2011, also symbolizes a willingness of
professionalization. The forum Chems’r’us is emblematic of this type of forum, because although it is
newly created, it promotes the visibility of such online retailers. This kind of forums accentuates the
proximity with the offer, providing a kind of "certification service" of online web shops. Branded
products logic is more developed, with an important care brought to the leasing of advertising insert
and, for users of the forum, the proposal to participate at contests for winning products in connection
with the consumption of drugs. This type of forum builds its legitimacy by arguing that the NPS market
should be regulated, as alcohol and tobacco, and due to the absence of the State, it is necessary to
guide the consumer in his choices.
5.1.4. Forums of users - between the pear-to-pear 2.0 and merchandising
Modelling forums followed in I-TREND according to 3 generations allows to highlight how the NPS
thematic professionalizes itself following two dynamics:
-

A dynamic based on community relationships, i.e. in the meaning where people gather
themselves on the ground of one common denominator.
A dynamic based on economic relationships, insofar as consumers are not only the one who
participate to the action but where online retailers are also involved.

IN forums followed by I-TREND, the concept of community is centred on the very large definition of
the consumers’ group and their sociability. The work done in I-TREND is essentially focused on the
follow-up of the molecules, but some partners also took into consideration the volume of messages
and discussions represented by the sociability subjects, such as the cinema, music, etc. In forums of
the 2nd generation and a fortiori for the 1st, these discussions are more important than discussions
about the molecules. Forums represent a psycho-social environment which allows individuals to
exercise basic social skills. An example is the way in which the rules of some forums encourage their
members to be self-taught, and rigorous about spelling or grammar. It is a requirement that many
general forums do not have, but accepting the phonetic writing style.
The community dimension implies that forums could be a tool of empowerment, but it is not a logic of
community as it is possible to find in the drugs field, meaning cooperation between users and
professionals. To the exception of forums from the 3rd generation, and associations in the drugs field,
the main difference lies that the first are collectively self-managed rather than public health actors.
This observation seems to apply to European forums as a whole. Unlike the English and historical
forums such as BlueLight or Drug Forum, they take less part into the digital public space with their
goals to transmit a harm reduction culture and their wish to fuel the public debate, notably with
common positions with international think tanks, such as the Multidisciplinary Association for
Psychedelic Studies (MAPS). The 3rd generation of forums present more themselves as spokespersons

27

AIRCR (Association of independent research chemical retailers).
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of a group of people. The professionalization with which they provide evidence promotes their ability
to organize and articulate themselves with their environment.

5.2. Interpretation of audience appeal levels for NPS
The tool developed by the I-TREND project provides quantitative data on forums specialized in drugs
and highlights trends of drug consumers’ interest toward NPS. The qualitative analysis of online
discussions gives sense to the observed trend, indicating what its trigger is and whether the activity on
one molecule is motivated by positive or negative opinions. However, each country has specific
elements that should also be taken into account in order to fully explain the observed quantitative
trends.
5.2.1. The role of the consumers’ expectations and their consumption patterns
Generally speaking, users of forums are mostly interested by stimulants and psychedelics, whereas the
“downers” – such as opioids and benzodiazepines - are substances considered mostly secondary.
Differences in consumption patterns are visible when most discussed substances are considered forum
by forum. Less specialized forums treat drugs as taking part in a country-specific problem: the 4-FA to
the Netherlands and benzodiazepines in United Kingdom. Specialized forums treat of drugs that are
seeking for their specific effects, such as psychedelics. It is also clearly perceptible that branded
products are consulted on forums and by people who do not own the same drug culture that those
attending specialised forums.
In specialized forums, including for example the use of chemical names and close to the psychonautism
culture, members conform a particular sub-group of consumers. They have a specific behaviour toward
psychoactive products, with consumption patterns that tend to rationalize their experimentation. If
the search of pleasure or getting high cannot be discarded, specific effects can be sought by these
specific consumers, depending on their context of consumption or objectives.
Depending on their profile, either NPS experienced consumers or someone unaware of the
psychonautisme culture, users will not have the same perception of the product, or so the same way
to consume or to figure out their related risks.
For instance, synthetic cannabinoid in powder form – in their majority and except for very few of them
- are not perceived as particularly attractive on specialized forums, notably for those of the 2nd
generation, because they often have short effects, with rapid tolerance and major craving. For
experienced consumers of NPS, synthetic cannabinoids are not similar to the natural cannabis. The
way to consume differs: a consumer cannot use the same dosages or the same frequency of
consumption with a synthetic cannabinoid than with natural cannabis. Whereas foreigner to the
forums culture may be more tempted to experiment these molecules in order to find a substitute to
natural cannabis, members’ forum would be aware that they do not produce the same types of effects
plus, that it is impossible to consume them with the same way (in terms of quantities and rhythm).
Synthetic cannabinoids can be a double disappointment, regarding the produced effects and because
they imply for the consumer to change his consumption pattern and to learn to consume differently.
5.2.2. The state of the domestic market
The demand for NPS can function as an adjustment regarding the availability of one drug in the street
market. Conventional illicit products (MDMA, cannabis, ketamine, LSD...) remain the reference values
for the vast majority of consumers. A move of the consumption of illicit and classic drugs toward NPS
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is partially driven by how users consider the accessibility and the quality of the seeking drug on the
market.
The activity around cannabinoid synthesis on the Dutch forums is the lowest of all the countries that
participated in the study. At the same time, the Netherlands is known for certain aspects of its policy
on the regulation of the cannabis market, such as the presence of coffee shops where the possession
and sale of cannabis is tolerated under certain conditions. This point probably deserves to be stressed,
even if the study does not demonstrate a direct link between this aspect and the small mention of
cannabinoid synthesis on the Dutch forums.
Another example that illustrates a link between the state of the national market and the demand for
NPS is the interest for methoxetamine, a key NPS for which national technical folders have been
done28. Its popularity matches the shortage of ketamine on 2014, both in the Netherlands and France.
The positive comments about its effects and side effects on forums could have helped to promote its
'passage' in the real market. NPS also appear to play a role of adjustment when the purity of
conventional illicit products in circulation appear too low for consumers. This is the case for stimulants
(cocaine, MDMA) for which cathinones play the role of substitute.
5.2.3. The differential impact of the legal question
Users of the monitored forums in I-TREND react differently to legislative changes. In English forums,
following the ban of a molecule, either from the United States or United Kingdom, a decline in its
number of views was perceptible. This observation is all the more so remarkable when the relevant
molecule is broadcasted, not only via the Internet, but also on the street market (see boxed text AlphaPVP). Activities n ° 2 and n ° 5 suggest that online web shops directed specifically at the United Kingdom
cease to sell specific NPS when they are classified. In all case, from the forums used as source of
information on the NPS phenomenon, the decline in the number of views does not imply that the
distribution of the molecule stops, but its observation becomes more difficult from the surface of the
Internet.
On other forums, if a molecule is subject to an important activity and positive returns several months
after its placing on the market, its activity remains significant even if the molecule is prohibited. This is
the case with the 3-MMC for France and Poland, methoxetamine in France, Poland and the
Netherlands. However, the lack of detection of synthetic cannabinoid in oral fluid based drug testing
system is a counterexample showing that the legal dimension can is somewhat associated with the
decision to consume. Drug testing are quoted in English-speaking forums, either they are done in the
frame of roadside check or a professional activity, as a possible reason to choose to consume synthetic
cannabinoids, an argument cited by French-speaking users.
People who express themselves on forums are individuals who previously engaged in the use of other
drugs. They are already involved in a dynamic of transgression and, in this sense, the ban of NPS which
for them are "interesting" to consume, do not represent an impediment. The impact of the legality is
put in balance with other more pragmatic criteria, such as the convenience provided by the forms of
the product (herbs, liquid…) or the comfort to be delivered at home. The diffusion of NPS could not be
so much driven by the legal dimension, rather than, how much the effects of the NPS match with
consumers ‘expectation, its accessibility and the ease with which it is possible to consume it. These
28

In the frame of the activity n°5.
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elements could explain the fact that the activity around a few of NPS, such as the 3-MMC or some
synthetic cannabinoids, has been particularly stable during the project.
The most explicit example is the sudden interest in synthetic cannabinoids on francophone forums. As
mentioned above, it is due to the placing on the market of one e-liquid containing the5F-AKB-48, a
cannabinoid classified as a narcotic in some European countries. The placing on the market is not
unique to France, but it is the only country to have recorded an important peak of e-liquid and
synthetic cannabinoids. Although it is not possible to directly link this activity and the legislation,
France is the only country among those involves in I-TREND whose legislation does not differentiate
the possession of small quantities of cannabis for personal use or for trafficking. In English forums, eliquid is but rarely mentioned, and not only for synthetic cannabinoids but also for stimulants. One of
the most concerned is the Alpha-PVP (see boxed text Alpha-PVP). The articulation between the e-liquid
form and legislation could be indirect, based primarily on the fact that this form makes its use less
identifiable in public space, in contrast to a NPS in the form of powder, resin or herb. Its use does not
require a well-known preparation and is also smell-free.
5.2.4. Trade names, lever towards a wider audience
The different positioning of the forums toward the use of branded products names can give rise to as
many behaviours of consumption.
As shown in activity n°2 of I-TREND, branded products names are very often associated with forms of
packaging which, in contrast to form powder, suggest that the product does not require arduous
preparation or a specific knowledge on dosages (pills, e-liquid, herbs). In addition, trade names seem
to be more easily remembered and their topic conversations accessible, because less structured
around a vocabulary or scientific concept.
Thus, dynamic merchandising near forums could contribute to the spreading of a fashion for specific
branded products names [3]. The popularity of these forums is strongly related to the presence of
smart shops in a country.
On the other hand, the forums that encourage to use chemical names convey an underlying message
that the products presented with branded names are more risky than a product sold with an actual
chemical name. On this point, activity 4 shows that a great variability of purities exist among online
web shops and per targeted national market. The message given by forums, and the fact that the
discussions on chemical names, could discourage primo-consumers to continue to seek information
and engage in experimentation.
Countries in which forums use only chemical names would be more 'protected' toward the
dissemination of NPS than those where NPS are more freely discussed using branded names and sold
with packaging easier to use.

5.3. The interpretation of the evolution of audience appeal for the NPS:
distinguishing the peaks of activity of long-term trends
The increase in the number of new views can indicates different situations. A historical background is
essential to better understand the increase in the number of new views. An increase can be motivated
by both the importance of adverse effects experimented by regular users of a forum, or the search for
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information on the part of new users. Finally, as suggested by work streams 2 and 4, legislative changes
can impact the availability of the product on the Internet and change the related search of information.
5.3.1. Anticipate the 'hype' effect or the need to ensure continuous monitoring
The term 'hype' is used in marketing science to describe the cycle interest of consumers for a product:
each new product supposedly causes a spike of interest, followed by a phase of "disillusionment"
before the gradual discovery of the optimal use of the product, bringing, steps by steps, its stable
audience appeal. The sale of a new NPS seems to fit this model. Except few substances which know for
the very beginning a strong audience, it is necessary to wait sometimes that adequate practices have
been developed, to assess the full potential of one NPS for consumers.
As described in the results section (see 4.2.3), peaks of interest are recorded after each placing on the
market of a new product, all the more if the name of the molecule evokes another previously elected
by consumers. A subsequent fall in the number of new views can either translate a lack of interest or
be an intermediate step before a further increase. These ancillary steps can be equivalent to several
situation:
-

-

-

People attending the forums do not feel the need to get more information - but they continue
to experience the product. This means that for users of the first hour, the substance
consumption gradually cease to be "exotic" and integrate their consumption patterns. In which
case it is a product likely to get a new hearing if its existence is to be known by new consumers.
The activity about the product did not exceed the phase of the first peak, but the continuity of
the experiments will show that a certain dosage, a particular route of administration or some
associations with other substances make it more attractive, in which case the product is also
likely to know a new hearing.
The product do not interest members but an external event will contribute to publicize the
product to other groups of consumers and generate a new wave of information intake. The
alpha-PVP example illustrates this last point and the development of NPS by several period,
according to different reasons, such as trafficking routes or differentiation between types of
consumers who are interested in the molecule.

Indeed, to the exception of the first grounds of experimentation and curiosity, a recurrent difference
between regular users and readers’s forums only is that the former will potentially search a product
for specific effects while the latter will be guided by external reasons. These differences highlight the
distinct sub-groups of consumers, with different patterns of consumption, and explain changes in the
forums activity.
5.3.2. Discerning a strong activity in relation to the negative effects
Forums users can consult online discussion about one molecule due to the existence of important
experimented adverse effects, or conversely, because desired effects are obtained without those ones.
It is particularly important to identify the peaks of activity which are linked to adverse effects since the
recorded hearing does not mean that the product is sought, but rather that consumers – on forumsare in a process of distantiating it. However, a persistent activity should also draw attention as it means
that other groups of consumers are seeking information on this product. It is therefore necessary to
identify to which and how the molecule continues to spread.
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MDPV is a good example of this kind of situation: while forums were quick to criticize it, the number
of views remained stable over the study period, particularly in France and Poland. It had also been
maintained on the TOP national lists because other sources of information indicated that it continued
to be broadcasted. In France, the use of ethnographic network and health reports identified that the
MDPV was used as a generic name for the sub-groups of consumers practicing the “slam”29. In Poland
it is likely to be the same situation for the mephedrone, but regarding a different type of consumers.
The use of the name of this molecule by a specific sub-set of consumers can explain the stability of the
number of views. This analysis calls to take special prevention discourse toward this sub-groups and
its behaviour.
5.3.3. Discerning the influence of media and scientific writings
This interpretation of the changes in the forums’ activity is more easily discernible when the finding of
adverse effects is relayed by media, including dramatic accidents, or by scientific articles. Indeed,
forums are an important relay for publications, newspapers, academic journals, or work of specialized
agencies in the field of drugs. For example, specialized forums are subscribed to the RSS (Really simple
syndication) of the EMCDDA. An alert from the EWS (Early warning system) is relayed on the forums,
a fortiori if it is reported by the media. Similarly, the publication of scientific articles proving the specific
toxicity of a NPS can give rise to peaks of hearing. Several articles on the potential toxicity of the UR144 and fluorinated versions of synthetic cannabinoids have strongly contributed to decrease the
general audience of this chemical family of NPS.
A peak of hearing related to the influence of the media and scholarly writings is not systematically
harbinger of a greater diffusion. It may be due instead to the activity of persons other than the forums,
or even to the theme of drugs in general, who wanted to simply inquire about the publicized product.
To be sure, it is necessary to monitor activity on a few months. If the content of the discussions threads
which triggered the originally activity is negative, and even more if they are supported by scientific
articles, it is likely that their relays lead to a deceleration of activity around the product concerned.

5.4. The contribution of the forums by I-TREND monitoring
5.4.1. Identifying the most important NPS for broadcasts in the long term
The NPS phenomenon is structured around a very dynamic supply, where the importance and the
variety of the products offered are intended to create the demand. The tool developed by I-TREND
allows to select the names of key molecules to reach wider audiences. By highlighting the behaviour
of the readers, 'the silent majority', it allows to target molecules for a group of consumers wider than
the active core of the forums.
The continuous assessment allows to sort molecules likely to know only a short peak of interest, from
those who settle in the long term. Observation shows that very few substances are able to meet the
criteria sought by consumers and to know an intense diffusion. On this point it is necessary to insist on
the fact that Top lists conducted in I-TREND (June-July 2013 and April and August 2014) demonstrated
the stability over time, or even a convergence between countries, the same NPS spreading the most
(9 substances on 15 including 3-MMC, 4-MEC, Ethylphenidate, Methoxetamine,...).

29

People who use drug during sexual practices, specifically NPS. This practice is not restricted to the use of
injection.
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Retrospective comparison between Tops lists made in activity n°5 and the monitoring of forums shows
that the latter tool is useful to isolate, among the identified hundreds of NPS, which ones are the most
likely to know a persistent and long term spread. Indeed, the average number of new views remained
stable for the NPS considered as in dissemination, despite their classification at European level or in
the countries concerned.
I-TREND, and in particular the follow-up of the forums, document the surge of 'acute' events related
for example to supply or health incidents, and provide substantive elements to better understand the
evolution of the market of the NPS, distinguishing what demand or supply-driven.
It should be recalled that this report has been published a year after the study period. The processing
of the collected data and the creation of specific tools for working on the forums contributed to this
shift. However, tools are now operational, the same work is now likely to be achieved in a very short
time: according to the corresponding half-yearly rhythm of data report for the EWS of the EMCDDA.
All European countries could use such data to complement those available via the usual sources of
observation and have a more precise interpretation of the NPS phenomenon on their territory.
5.4.2. Identifying in each national situation what promotes or hinders the diffusion of the
NPS
The analysis of NPS broken down by activity or type gives the opportunity to re-evaluate the role played
by the structural elements in the situation of a country with regard to drugs in general. Demand for
NPS follows first of all pre-existing patterns observed in general population (dominant problem of
cannabis, appeal for stimulants, benzodiazepines, etc.). These patterns of consumption dependent on
the accessibility to market drugs: availability should be considered, as well as pricing and the contents
of the products in circulation. On the basis of these elements, the purchase of a NPS can offer the
consumer a balance more interesting in terms of price and quantity and quality of the obtained effects.
The presence of smart shops and national forums that fit into a merchandising strategy are likely to
promote the dissemination of the NPS in a country. Smarts hops and forums increase the accessibility
to NPS for the largest number of potential users by offering packages that facilitate their use. Their
forms (pills, herbs, resin) do not require tedious preparation before consumption and are made to
suggest that dosages are previously made. Meanwhile, the simultaneous presence on the same online
shops of commercial products and products sold in powder form and with their chemical names favour
the initiation to a broader panel of synthetic products.

5.5. Recommendations
5.5.1. Support the dissemination of a tool with low cost and high informative power for te
Member States
The interest of the project I-TREND lies in the triangulation of information sources to observe a
phenomenon that traditional sources used in the field of drugs (health signals, customs seizures,
general population surveys, national mechanisms for monitoring usage and analysis of the products)
were unable alone to ensure a thorough monitoring. I-TREND has proposed to complement these
sources by taking into account the digital sources of information on the NPS: online shops, representing
the offer and the forums, which represent the demand.
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A large project was first designed around this point of departure. The data collection time, and thus
the need for adequate tools to make feasible continuous observation, were not sufficiently
anticipated. Before launching the I-TREND project, the OFDT had signed an agreement with a company
specialized in the monitoring of the e-reputation for the rental of software. The available tools proved
unable to track down the forums of interest, provided their dynamic architecture.
The project therefore began started by mean of an artisanal observation (see 3.5) which could have
been pursued had the objective been to carry out a study and not to find a way to make things
sustainable. The second phase of the project focused on the development of a tool to ensure
continuous compliance and to resolve recurrent problems, such as the management of synonyms for
the names of the substances. The development of the tool was the heaviest burden of work in terms
of investment, but its operational capability makes it now possible an extension to other countries at
a very low cost. In parallel with the creation of this tool, the OFDT also monitored the evolution of the
resources of this type. French projects, focused on epidemiology, attempted to follow general forums
in order to document the speeches of the adverse effects of drug users. These projects30 have cost of
€500,000 and 2.5 million € respectively, with no confirmation of the operational capability of the tool
intervened at the time being31.
5.5.2. The use of the follow-up to the forums in the assessment of a substance
The initiation of a process of evaluation of the toxicity and the risks posed by a molecule is determined
by several factors, including the occurrence of acute health signals (poisoning or death) and evidences
that the substance production is controlled by the organized crime [5].
Indeed, among the criteria documented to a risk assessment, those corresponding to the consumer
behaviour (modes and context of use, dosages, perception of the product, etc.), are part of the most
difficult to document. Health signals, which are the main source of information for the evaluation,
address this more qualitative dimension of the use of the products very marginally. Including the
information coming from the forums into the evaluation of the substances would provide valuable
insights of the patterns of spread among consumers.
Taking the qualitative and quantitative monitoring of forums and other sources of information into
account would add contextual elements on the behaviour of consumers towards a product:
-

To determine what types of molecules attract what kind of consumer profiles and, in so doing,
understand the importance of the size of the group concerned;
Methiopropamine for instance is not a molecule particularly discussed and valued by diligent
members of specialized forums. However, those who follow the information are visible on
forums less Psychonautism-centred and bear witness to a very irregular consumption
trajectory, with a small number of experiments of psychoactive products and the use of low
dosages.

30

Project Vigi4MED – Funds ANSM 2013 (National Agency for the public health) and the project ADR-PRISM –
funded by the 16ème unique inter-ministerial fund (French device).
31
Call for research project ANSM – 2013 edition, presentation of the selected projects. Power point Tic&Santé
“Emergence of projects”, label Cap digital, partnership with TEMIS firm, 21/10/2013.
https://web.archive.org/web/20151124120233/http://www.capdigital.com/wpcontent/uploads/2012/12/9_TICSante_21-01-2013_projets.pdf
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-

To estimate whether if the activity identified around these substances appears sustainable in
time or not and whether if the comments are generally positive or negative.
To establish if the diffusion is brought by the demand (e.g. 3-MMC), by the supply (e.g. alphapvp), or if both can also interact (e.g. 25-x-NBOMe).

From another perspective, if European legislation is moving towards the recommendations of former
members of the ECDD (Expert Committee on Drugs and Dependence), offering the regular reevaluation of substances classified [1], monitoring similar to I-TREND of such forums can provide
information on the long term, reporting on the impact of structural changes (competition of other
media, world break in the supply of a precursor placing on the market of new forms of packaging,
legislative decision...).
5.5.3. Using the forums to reach subgroups of consumers, to target prevention
interventions
The project's initial objectives included the European comparison of forum users. This objective could
not be fully achieved, mainly because the team's efforts focused on the operationalization of the
gathered information. However, the forums comparison highlighted differences in consumers’ profiles
depending on the forum studied. Each forum refers to a groups of consumers who do not have the
same attitude toward products. Registered users on forums with a dynamic merchandising could have
a level of knowledge towards products lower than users of more forums enrolled in a community
approach. It underlines the need for a differentiated prevention or risk reduction according to those
specific audiences. The comparative grid used by all partners during the project included several items
to document the trajectory and type of consumer forums that users can match. A typology of
consumers was proposed during the project in the ground of the French example.
5.5.4. Use forums to promote the identification and recovery of commercial names of NPS
Collected data on forums make small room to trade names, although they occupy a significant part of
all the discussions (9% of all allocated based discussions Classification of EDND see appendix). A finer
use of data would isolate the trade names most consulted by consumers. The existence of trade names
is a major challenge because they are not known by the sources of information normally used in the
Reitox (European Information Network on Drugs and Drug Addiction). Knowledge of trade names
suffers firstly a loss of information during the process of centralization by the actors of the EWS, and
also a change in the procedure of online retailers in the shipment products.
For example, the interim report of toxicological analyses of seizures reported by the national focal
points for the EMCDDA does not allow to automatically detect whether a trade name appeared in
connection with the seizure. The health signals can relay this information but they concern only very
few cases over volumes of substances in circulation. Moreover, receipt of purchases made on online
shopping sites during the project showed that despite of displaying business names and attractive
packaging, products could only be received with a simple plastic pouch, in which the chemical name of
the molecule was affixed.
Trade names also are to be considered because their use is part of a marketing strategy that promotes
the development link between online sellers and the largest audience possible. Forums and sites
providing information on natural products, like mushrooms, are based on an older, more developed
subculture that new synthetic products. Forums with an offer of natural products have greater visibility
on the Internet, because their indexing by search engines benefit from their integration into a larger
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network, with sites better connected to each other than the sites exclusively devoted to synthetic
products [4]. However, data from the activity 2 of I-TREND project on the analysis of the online offer
of NPS show how the spreading of synthetic products in France and the Czech Republic has relied on
the supply of plants32. The NPS designated by trade names are sold on shopping sites that have
primarily an interface, i.e. a showcase, based on natural products.
Online offer of NPS ensures the greatest possible visibility by first highlighting natural products
(kratom, salvia, marijuana seeds, truffles) and trade names, and finally chemical names. Trade names
are likely to provide an opening to the least informed of new synthetic products public, and the site
then promotes the opportunity for consumers to become familiar with synthetic products presented
unadorned.
Quantitative monitoring of forums activity would select trade names obtaining the highest audience
among consumers, and use it to better monitor and understand the organization of the online offer of
NPS on the Internet surface.

32

See table page 36 in the full report of the Workstream of the second year, about the number of uniques
products sold and breakdown of products the most often proposed for sale per country.
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Methodologies followed by partners for selecting forums, and evolution of their
number during the project
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Grid for the qualitative analysis
Please if you wish to see the full grid, refer to the electronic document.
First panel: Elements linked with the compound
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of
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Hangover/Day After
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Preparation
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Second panel: Elements linked with the consumer and his habits of consumption
First Level of
coding

Second Level of coding

Third Level
of coding

First Level of
coding

Harm
reduction
message

Third Level of coding

Influence on
future drug
use

Context of
consumption

Purchase

Second Level
of coding

Accessibility

Discovery

Legality

Previous
drug use

Price

Data about
person

Motivations
of use

Quantity purchased

Age

Commercial relationship with E-shops

Female

Warning

Location

Advice

Socioeconomic
status

All these criterion are not reported under the
folder "Nodes-Clasification", because it is rare to
get this type of information. Those ones are
synthetic, Nvivo allows us only to match quickly the
node "users".
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Fridge

Self-Image

How they perceived themselves? How they talk
about the reportage from media about NPS? Are
they Militant?

Information
and
orientation
sources
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Typologies used for the qualification of the online discussion.

Thematics

E-Cigarette / ELiquid / Vaporiz
E-Shops
Harm Reduction
Legality / Justice
Media
Q Identity Molecule

I-TREND families
Based on forums
classification

European Families based on the EDND classification

Branded Product
Dissociative

------Aminoindanes

Downer

Arylalkylamines
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Benzodiazepines
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Branded Product

Stimulant

Cannabinoids

Synthetic Cannabinoid

Cathinones

Thematics

Indolalkylamines (fe tryptamines)
Irrelevant
Opioids
Others
Phenethylamines
Piperazine derivates
Piperidines & pyrrolidines
Plants & extracts
Thematics

Q on Consumption
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Distribution des fils de discussions selon la classification EDND
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Grid to compare forums

Forum NAME

Picture how to
Access at the forum

Advertissement
Y/N

LINK

Explanations of
forum's goals

Places for vendor
Y/N

N° Forum Data
Base

How forum's goal is
posting up ?

Describe how it is
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SIZE /Numb.
Member

What are they ?

Posting up the
team

Number of online
discussion
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Rules

What about the
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Number of
Messages

How are they
posting up ?

Describe the extra
services (chat,
shoutbox, RSSflux,
Mobile version,
Others…)

Numbers of users
online at the same
and record value if
available.

What is it punished
?

Software used

Creation date

How is it
sanctionned ?

Disclaimer Y/N
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Copyright Y/N
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