
FACTS SHEET ON SYNTHETIC CANNABINOIDS 

 

TECHNICAL 

Q. What are synthetic cannabinoids? 

A. A class of compounds that do not exist in nature but are made in a lab. Lab chemicals are sprayed on 

a mixture of herbs, plant materials, and spices and packaged to resemble marijuana.  

Q. Why do you call synthetic cannabinoids “K2”? Are there some other names for them? 

A. Synthetic cannabinoids have been referred to by various names such as “Spice”, “Scooby Snax”, 
“Bizzaro”, and “K2”. The “K2” name stuck simply because it was one of the first names used and has 

become the name most commonly associated with synthetic cannabinoids.   

Q. Why is “K2” and the other common forms of synthetic cannabinoids called synthetic marijuana? Are 

they similar to marijuana? 

A. Synthetic cannabinoids originally were synthesized as research drugs that would attach to areas of 

the brain to which traditional marijuana also attaches. Some of the effects are similar to those produced 

by THC, the psychoactive substance in marijuana. However, the synthetic cannabinoids present far more 

intense and harmful effects on the brain and body than marijuana. 

Q. How long do the synthetic cannabinoids stay in the body? 

A. There is limited information on how our bodies metabolize synthetic cannabinoids. However, they 

may be detected in the body for up to 28 days after a single use. A range of 14-28 days may be used to 

determine how long synthetic cannabinoids can be detected in the body.  

Q.  Can someone test positive after passive inhalation of SCs? 

A. There is limited information on whether passive inhalation of synthetic cannabinoids will account for 

a positive test.  

Q. Are there any medications that will cross-react with synthetic cannabinoids to give a false positive 

result? 

A. None of our research results to date indicate a positive result and there is limited evidence that this 

phenomenon occurs with synthetic cannabinoids. Studies done by the manufacturer do not show cross-

reactivity between prescription medications and the current screening test. 

Q. What are the effects of K2 on individuals who use the drug? 

A. The effects of using synthetic cannabinoids include high blood pressure, nausea, vomiting, anxiety, 

agitation and seizures. Additionally, users who have been taken to Hospital Emergency Rooms show 



symptoms which also include rapid heart rate, profuse sweating, confusion, and hallucinations. In a few 

cases, synthetic cannabinoids use also has been associated with heart attacks, and kidney damage.  

 

LAB OPERATION AND SERVICES  

Q. How do you test for synthetic cannabinoids? 

A. The first test is a screening like those used to detect drugs such as cocaine, PCP and other drugs. 

However, special chemicals are required to screen for and detect synthetic cannabinoids.  

Q. How often will a defendant or offenders be tested for synthetic cannabinoids? 

A. Each time he/she submits a specimen.   

Q. Do I have to make a special request for synthetic cannabinoids to be tested? 

A. No, synthetic cannabinoids are automatically added to each test profile.  

Q. How are test results reported? 

A. Results are reported under the SC column header in PRISM as “P” for positive or “N” for negative just 
like the results for the results for the other drug tests. Positive results will also have the comment: 

“Synthetic Cannabinoid metabolites positive by Immunoassay screen” in PRISM.  

Negative test results are not reported because the immunoassay screening test cannot detect all 

possible synthetic cannabinoids.  Therefore, a negative test result does not necessarily mean that the 

specimen tested is free of any synthetic cannabinoids.  It means the specific synthetic cannabinoid 

compounds being tested for were not detected. This is unlike marijuana or PCP where the screening test 

can unequivocally determine if the targeted drug is present either above or below the cutoff 

concentration. 

Q. Do we know which synthetic cannabinoid is present in a positive specimen? 

The current screening test cannot be used to determine which specific synthetic cannabinoid is present.  

The test is targeted to detect synthetic cannabinoids which are UR-144 and XLR-11 metabolites or those 

metabolites which are similar to these compounds.   

Q. Is there a second test and are you able to detect other varieties of  synthetic cannabinoids? 

A. Using sophisticated methods involving LC-MS/MS, we are able to test for other varieties of synthetic 

cannabinoids. However, this process takes significantly longer, the turnaround time can be a few to 

several days and can be done only on a limited basis.  

Q. Can I get a “levels analysis” on a positive synthetic cannabinoids test? 



A. No, we do not offer levels analysis for synthetic cannabinoids because there is still insufficient 

pharmacological data.  However, a positive test that follows a negative test is by definition new use and 

positive tests a month or more apart would also indicate new use. 

Q. If a defendant or offender is exhibiting bizarre behavior, but the screening test is not positive, what 

can I do? 

A. Contact the lab at PSA email: lab helpdesk special test.  Circumstances may support using a more 

sophisticated LCMS test to search for metabolites from other synthetic cannabinoids. 

Q. If a defendant or offender is using oral fluid testing, can I get a test for synthetic cannabinoids? 

A. Currently there are no in-house or reference lab tests for synthetic cannabinoids using oral fluid 

specimens. 

 

POLICY AND ADMINISTRATION 

Q. Are the synthetic cannabinoid varieties you are able to detect Schedule 1 drugs? 

A. Under the DEA regulations, all the drugs being detected currently are Schedule 1 drugs.  

Q. How is the positive result used and what happens to someone who has tested positive? 

A. The courts and PSA staff make decision regarding supervision, sanctions and program participation 

based on the positive test. A positive test result means that the person has used synthetic cannabinoids. 

Q. Are all positive screening tests confirmed by an alternate method? 

A. No. The synthetic cannabinoids program is similar to our traditional drug testing program. Positive 

results are not routinely confirmed unless a special request or concern is raised by the contributor.   

Q. Why can’t we just make synthetic cannabinoids as a whole illegal?  

A. Synthetic cannabinoids is a name given to a class of compounds of which there are many different 

varieties. They are constantly changing and newer varieties are being added into circulation. Law 

enforcement focuses on the variety that can be detected and clearly identified.  


