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Fifteen male lacquer thinner sniffers (14.5-20 year old) in Bangkok, Thailand, were
interviewed for their subjective feelings during thinner intoxication. All had been sniffing
““Fish Brand’’ lacquer thinner almost daily for over 3 (range 1-6) years and habitually sniffed
thinner in groups of 5-6 persons during late evening because of the ‘‘good atmosphere’’ it
produced. Most sensory perceptions decreased during thinner intoxication, and many visual
and auditory illusions and hallucinations were reported. The visual illusions were particularly
prominent, and consisted of alterations of colour, shape, depth, size, distance, speed of movement
(‘‘slow motion’’-like visual perception) and the number of objects perceived (e.g. double or
multiple vision). The main hallucinatory effect was difficulty in differentiating the imaginary
Jfrom the real. Hunger and muscular strength were reported to be decreased. Talking became
slower but more fun during thinner intoxication. Most sniffers felt that they slept better (deeper)
during intoxication. The subjective feelings during thinner intoxication were reported to be
much different from those resulting from ethanol intoxication.
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There are a great number of reports on the
neurotoxicity of lacquer thinners with various com-
positions.(I"3) There are also many reports on the
neurotoxicity of their individual constituents such
as toluene®?” and methanol®19. Glinsukon et al.(!"
reported that 13 brands of lacquer thinners produced
in Thailand contained 23.3-49.1% methanol, 20.2-49.4%
toluene, 7.1-17.2% isobutanol and 3.4-18.1% of
unidentified components. Among these lacquer thin-
ners the ““Fish Brand” or ‘“‘Pla Nin’’ brand (with no
label of the manufacturer’s address) is the most
popularly abused by thinner sniffers in Thailand.
The neurotoxicity of this lacquer thinner was speculated
based on reports on the toxicity of its major consti-
tuents, methanol and toluene, as mentioned above.
Although there are numerous reports on neurological
changes caused by components of lacquer thinners,
reports on the psychological effects are relatively
rare.(1%13) Therefore, the present study on the subjective
reports concerning psychological, motor and sensory
changes during lacquer thinner intoxication was
carried out to increase our understanding of the
effects of this group of mixed solvents on nervous

system functions. The data may be also useful for - :

future quantitative measurements to prove or disprove
the subjective reports, and it may also be useful for
planning studies of comparable parameters in animal
models intoxicated with lacquer thinner or individual
solvents to understand in more detail the mechanisms
of intoxication. In addition, several questions were
asked in order to explore some differences in psycho-
logical effects of thinner and ethanol.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Fifteen teenage male lacquer thinner sniffers
recruited from several slum areas in Bangkok were
interviewed concerning their subjective feeling during
thinner intoxication. Approximately 30 questions
were asked during the daytime when the effects of
thinner intoxication had subsided. The following
are examples of the questions asked: '

1. Name, age, sex, address, profession,
income and education.

2. How long had the subject been sniffing
thinner? '
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3. What brand of the lacquer thinner did
the subject sniff?

4. Why did the subject select this brand?

5. How did the subject get ‘‘hooked’’ by
the thinner?

6. How often and how much did the subject
sniff per day?

7. What time of the day did the subject like
to sniff thinner the most, and why?

8. What is the procedure used in sniffing?

9. Does the subject like to sniff thinner in
group or alone, and why?

10. What is his mood in general during thin-
ner intoxication?

11. How does thinner intoxication differ
from ethanol intoxication, subjectively?

12. Tell about subjective feelings of various
sensory perceptions such as smell, vision,
hearing, pain and touch. Are they in-
creased, decreased or normal in magnitude
during thinner intoxication, subjectively?

13. Are there hallucinations during thinner
intoxication? Describe some of the hallu-
cinations.

14. Are there illusions during thinner intoxi-
cation? Describe some of the illusions.

15. Tell about changes in appetite for food
and in sleep during thinner intoxication.

16. What is the frequency of urination during
thinner intoxication compared to normal
conditions and ethanol intoxication.

17. What are the major subjects of talk
during thinner intoxication?

18. Describe subjective feelings of muscular
strength and tiredness after hard work
during thinner intoxication.

19. How does the subject feel several days
after stopping thinner sniffing?

20. Between thinner intoxication and ethanol
intoxication; which does the subject prefer
and why?

The thinner sniffers were subsequently sub-
jected to extensive physical fitness testing and blood
and urine chemistry analyses whose results will be
reported separately in the near future.
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RESULTS

The data obtained are summarized in Table 1
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Table I Summary of information and subjective feelings of lacquer thinner addicts in Bangkok, Thailand

Subjects of questions

Concepts of answers of most subject (about 60-100%)

Number of thinner sniffers
Age

Sex

Marriatal status

Maximum education

Income
Professions

Home area

Length of thinner addiction
Brand of thinner used

Reasons for selecting the brand
Amount of thinner used per day
Procedure of sniffing

Time of sniffing

Reasons for choosing the time

Number of peers during thinner
sniffing

Reasons for sniffing in group
Compare thinner and ethanol in-
toxication

Perceptions of smell, touch, pain,
vision and hearing during thinner
intoxication

Hallucinations during thinner in-
toxication

Visual and auditory illusions during
thinner intoxication

Hungriness during thinner intoxi-
cation "

Sleep during thinner intoxication
Frequency of urination during
thinner intoxication

Subjective feeling of muscular
strength during thinner intoxication
Hard work tiredness during thinner
intoxication

Talk during thinner intoxication
Subjective feelings during thinner
and ethanol intoxication

15

16.9+ 0.4 (range 14.5 to 20) year old

Male

all single

2 primary school 3

10 primary school 6

1 secondary school 1

2 secondary school 3

300-2000 baht/month

1 noodle seller, 1 hired motor cycle driver, 2 gas-station service
personel, 1 mini-bus ticket collector, 2 pig slaughterer, 1 pupil,
1 painter, 1 grocer and 6 unemployed

mostly slum areas

3.2+0.4 (range 1 to 6) years

““Fish Brand’’ (Pla Nin Brand)

good smell

130+23 mi

pour thinner on cloth and sniff

mostly evening to late at night

“‘good atmosphere’’, gives good visual illusions

mostly 5-6 persons

more fun from talking than sniffing alone
very different

all decreased

present
present
decreased

better (deeper)
normal (report subjectively)

decreased
increased

slower and less (judged by subjective feeling)
different
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Table I (Cont.)
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Subjects of questions

Concepts of answers of most subject (about 60-100%)

— Preference between thinner intoxi-
cation and ethanol intoxication

— Sensory functions and muscular
strength during the period when not
intoxicated by the thinner

decreased

thinner, because it gives more satisfactory psychological effects

All lacquer thinner sniffers interviewed were
male, 16.9+ 0.4 (range 14.5 to 20) years old. They
sniffed thinner almost daily at an average amount
of 130 ml/day poured on cloth (the exact amount
getting into the body could not be estimated with
certainty). The average period of sniffing was 3.2+
0.4 (range 1-6) years. All of the subjects sniffed
“Fish Brand’’ or-‘‘Pla Nin Brand’’ lacquer thinner
with no manufacturer’s address on the label. They
liked to sniff thinner during the evening and late
in to the night because of the ‘‘good atmosphere”’
of darkness which gave them exciting visual illusions
of light sources, and because most of them were
free and relatively undisturbed at that time. They
liked to sniff thinner in groups (of 5-6 persons) because
it gave them more fun in talking, playing games and
reading comic books. The general feeling after thinner
intoxication was that they became inactive and lacking
of attention. The perceptions of most sensory mo-
dalities such as smell, touch, pain, vision and audition
were decreased.

Thinner and ethanol intoxications gave very
different subjective feelings. The thinner gave brilliant
illusions but the ethanol dulled feelings. During thin-
ner intoxication most subjects lost their appetite
for food. This may have contributed to their lower
body weight compared to their socioeconomically
matched control peers from the same slum areas (16-20
year old, 10 subjects, unpublished data). Most
thinner sniffers reported that they could sleep better

after sniffing thinner. The frequency of urination
during thinner intoxication seemed to be normal
(less than ethanol intoxication). There were many
hallucinations and sensory illusions during thinner
intoxication which will be described in detail below.
They felt that their muscular strength became weaker
and that they became tired more easily during thinner
intoxication. During the day time when they did
not sniff thinner their general sensory functions were
poor and their muscular strength seemed to be weak.

Given a choice between thinner and ethanol intoxi-
cation, most of them chose thinner intoxication
because it gave them ‘‘better feelings’’.

Many thinner addicts reported similar visual
illusions during thinner intoxication, for example:

1) The colour and shape of objects became
altered; for example the light from a bulb was per-
ceived radiating with many colours.

2) The distance between objects was altered.
Two objects could be perceived closer to each other
or farther from each other at will.

3) Depth perception became altered such
that far objects could be perceived nearer or farther
away at will.

4) A still object could be perceived as moving
in any direction at will.

5) A single object could be perceived as
double or multiple.

6) The size of given object could be per-
ceived as larger or smaller at will.

7) A moving object was perceived as moving
slower than usual (e.g. a walking man, a moving
car). This was described by some thinner sniffers
as ‘‘slow motion’’-like perception.

The common hallucination during thinner
intoxication described by thinner sniffers was that
when they imagined something they felt that it was
real in their imagination, such as when they thought
of something they felt that the thing appeared real
(e.g. person, objects, ghost). This may be one of
the reasons why they liked to sniff in group which
make them less frighthened if they imagined some-
thing fearful.

DISCUSSION

The variety of subjective sensory, motor
and psychological changes during thinner intoxication
mentioned above are similar in many aspects to
those reviewed by Nylander(lz) and Press et al.(1)
There were some differences which could be due to
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differences in the questions asked, differences in the
composition of thinners used or differences in the
cultural backgrounds of the addicts. The above
changes indicate that the organic solvents in the
lacquer thinner altered the functions of the nervous
system. This speculation is supported by reports
that the major constituents of lacquer thinners in
Thailand are toluene and methanol.(!) The toxicities
of toluene and methanol on the nervous system have
been well documented.® !9 In addition, Yamawaki
et al.19 showed that rats chronically exposed to
toluene (0.7% in air) had lower (3H)-serotonin binding
in several brain areas. This further indicates that
there are interactions between toluene and several
brain areas.

In conclusion, the above data on psychological
effects of thinner sniffing were obtained by simple
questioning the addicts. Subjective perception to
sensory, motor and psychological changes during
thinner intoxication were partly obtained. In general,
sensory perceptions of all modalities were decreased,
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