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ABSTRACT
Sexualized drug use (SDU), also known as chemsex, refers to the use of psychoactive substances for sexual purposes among men who have sex with men (MSM), which
has been associated with mental health problems. The objective of this review is to systematically analyze the available evidence on psychological adjustment problems
in MSM who use sexualized drugs. To prepare this systematic review, search strategies were developed and applied to the Web of Science, Science Direct, PubMed, and
Scopus databases. A total of 117 articles were found, of which 13 were selected for the nal review. Those MSM who used sexualized drugs were more likely to suffer
from depression, anxiety, or a substance or drug dependence. Among those who practiced the administration of intravenous drugs (referred to as slamsex), the
consequences for mental health were more severe. The problems in psychological adjustment not only depended on the type of substances consumed, but also on the
frequency, quantity, and level of dependence. This systematic review contributes to a fuller understanding of the psychological alterations present in MSM who consume
drugs for sexualized use.
Table 1

METHODS

Mental health in included studies

Protocol and Research Question
This review was carried out according to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews (PRISMA) (Liberati et al., 2009). To determine the research question, the
population, intervention, and outcome (PIO) components proposed by the Joanna Briggs
Institute (Munn et al., 2014) for systematic reviews of etiology and risk studies were used.
These components are P (men who have sex with men), E (chemsex/sexualized drug
use), and O (worse mental health). Therefore, the question for the systematic review was
as follows: what is the existing scienti c evidence on mental health problems present in
MSM who practice chemsex/sexualized drug use?
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A systematic search of scienti c literature was carried out through electronic databases
(Web of Science, Science Direct, PubMed, and Scopus), and the bibliographic
references lists of the included articles were examined as a manual search strategy to
prevent any loss of relevant information.

*

*: Psychological alteration in the study.

Among the studies that analyzed non-intravenous SDU, Brogan et al. (2019) found that 24% of
participants exhibited moderate to severe levels of anxiety and depression, and 26% revealed suicidal
thoughts (almost every day in the previous 2 weeks). In their longitudinal study, Nöstlinger et al. (2020)
identi ed that 12% of participants exhibited moderate to severe levels of depression at baseline,
which increased to 15% and 16% at 9 and 18 months, respectively. In addition, six serious adverse
events related to psychiatric problems and/or drug use were documented throughout the study
period: one study participant died due to a GHB overdose, one committed suicide after an alcohol
and drug overdose, and four participants reported being diagnosed with some psychiatric disorder.
Another study found that methamphetamine users exhibited signi cantly higher levels of depression
compared to men who did not use drugs before or during sex (Schecke et al., 2019). Sewell et al.
(2017) found that depressive symptoms were present in 33% of non-chemsex drug users and in
29.2% of chemsex drug users. This research also associated an increased risk of drinking alcohol
among those who used chemsex drugs or recreational drugs compared to those who did not use any
drugs. Depressive symptoms and an increased risk of alcohol use were associated with chemsex
drug use and the use of three or more recreational drugs in the previous 3 months. Finally, Hibbert et
al. (2019) noted that MSM who participated in SDU were more likely to report lower levels of life
satisfaction. However, no signi cant differences were identi ed on this issue between those who used
chemsex substances and those who used other types of SDU.
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Figure 1. Study selection process according to the PRISMA Diagram.

The relationship between mental health and sexualized drug use continues to be poorly
addressed and there is a great heterogeneity in terms of the type of substances analyzed
(substances for sexualized use or chemsex substances).
The main mental health problems of people who practice chemsex are depression and
anxiety, although other disorders have also been described with less evidence.
We cannot draw far-reaching conclusions linking sexualized drug use to poorer mental
health, and more comprehensive evaluations of the psychological pro les of those who wish
to practice chemsex should be established.
In addition, the implementation of psychoeducation and psychological care strategies based
on individual parameters is important as a measure to avoid the exacerbation of mental
health problems among.
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