
 
 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
Synthetic Cannabinoids 

 
 

Q: What are synthetic cannabinoids? 
A:  Synthetic cannabinoids are sold as “herbal incense” and more closely resemble potpourri. 

They have gained media attention in recent years as a “legal high.” While most of the 
substances are not actually cannabinoids, they act on the same receptor in the human 
body as Δ9‐tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the main active ingredient in marijuana, and 
produce psychoactive effects similar to marijuana. Synthetic cannabinoids are usually 
consumed by smoking or oral ingestion.  

 
Q: How does the potency of the synthetic cannabinoids compare to marijuana? 
A: It is estimated that a number of synthetic cannabinoids are anywhere between four and fifty 

times more potent than marijuana. 
 
Q: What substances are found in synthetic cannabinoid products? 
A: Suppliers of synthetic cannabinoid products claim that they are selling products composed 

of natural essences. However, the chemicals sprayed on the plant material are often not 
listed on the label and these are the active ingredients that affect the cannabinoid 
receptor(s) responsible for the marijuana-like effects. Manufacturers may apply more than 
one of these synthetic chemicals to their product, creating a family of drug substances 
instead of a single active ingredient. 

 
Q: What are the effects of synthetic cannabinoid use? 
A: Reported adverse effects include agitation, anxiety, nausea, vomiting, tachycardia (fast, 

racing heartbeat), elevated blood pressure, tremors, seizures, hallucinations, paranoid 
behavior and non-responsiveness. The contents and effects of synthetic cannabinoids are 
unpredictable due to a constantly changing variety of chemicals used, manufacturing 
processes devoid of quality controls and regulatory oversight, and the varying amount of 
the substance(s) applied to the dried plant material. 

Q: What are the names of products that contain synthetic cannabinoids? 
A: Some of the more common product names include K2 (K3, K4), Spice, Bliss, Black 

Mamba, Bombay Blue, Fake Weed, Genie, Mad Hatter, Rocket Engine and Sky. Marketed 
as “safe” highs, synthetic cannabinoids are commonly purchased in head shops, tobacco 
shops, various retail outlets and on the internet. 

 
Q: Which compounds are being tested in the Quest Diagnostics panel? 
A: As of November 4, 2013, our synthetic cannabinoid panel detects the compounds listed 

below: 
• AM-2201  
• JWH-018  
• JWH-019  
• JWH-073 
• JWH-250  
• UR-144 
• XLR11 
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Q: Why were these substances included in the Quest Diagnostics panel? 
A: These specific synthetic cannabinoids were selected because they are commonly 

detected. We refer to resources from the American Academy of Forensic Sciences and 
College of American Pathologists for data about synthetic cannabinoids trends and use. 
Compounds change frequently and, as such, our scientific experts continually monitor and 
adjust our testing to an ever-changing list of substances. 

 
Q: What is the testing methodology for the synthetic cannabinoids panel? 
A: Urine testing for the synthetic cannabinoids panel is screened using Liquid 

Chromatography tandem Mass Spectrometry (LC/MS/MS). Any non-negative drug screen 
is also confirmed by LC/MS/MS – the newest lab-based urine drug testing technology. 

 
Q: Is the synthetic cannabinoids panel included in the standard drug panel? 
A: No. In order to detect synthetic cannabinoids, different methods of testing outside of a 

standard, 5-panel drug screen must be utilized – i.e. a standard test for marijuana will not 
detect synthetic cannabinoids. Clients will need to order the new panel (test code listed 
below) as an additional test with their standard drug panel. 

  
Q: What is the synthetic cannabinoids drug test (order) code? 
A: The test (order) code is 26845N - SYNTHETIC CANNABINOIDS. Please order using two 

test codes, your chosen drug test panel and the additional order code for synthetic 
cannabinoids panel. 

 
Q: What is the legal status of synthetic cannabinoids? 
A: The Synthetic Drug Abuse Prevention Act is part of the FDA Safety and Innovation Act of 

2012, signed into law by President Obama. This law permanently places 26 types of 
synthetic cannabinoids and cathinones into Schedule I of the Controlled Substances Act 
(CSA). In addition, the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) has instituted emergency 
scheduling for a number of these compounds, however many of these substances are still 
not illegal at the federal level. Year to date, as many as 40 states and Puerto Rico have 
enacted varying degrees of control surrounding the sale/use of synthetic cannabinoids. 
Information on the legal status at the federal and state level is available online. 

 
• Synthetic Drug Threats – National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) 
• Synthetic Cannabinoids Enactments by State – NCSL  
• Synthetic Drugs – Office of National Drug Control Policy 
• Synthetic Marijuana – National Institute on Drug Abuse 

 
Q: How should an employer incorporate this panel in their drug testing program? 
A: Over the last few years, synthetic drugs have seen expanding use among young adults. 

Drug testing for synthetic cannabinoids is also well-suited for post-accident and ‘for cause’ 
testing. Concerned employers should include a provision in their drug testing policy 
specifically prohibiting the use and/or possession of synthetic cannabinoids while on 
company property or business, similar to policies regarding alcohol and illicit drugs. This 
approach could be especially relevant in states with laws permitting the distribution or use 
of synthetic cannabinoids. Employers should consult an attorney licensed to practice in 
their state to develop a policy. 
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http://www.ncsl.org/issues-research/justice/synthetic-drug-threats.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/issues-research/justice/synthetic-cannabinoids-enactments.aspx
http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp/ondcp-fact-sheets/synthetic-drugs-k2-spice-bath-salts
http://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/spice-synthetic-marijuana


Q: Where should a client send a specimen to test for the synthetic cannabinoids panel? 
A: Clients should ship their urine specimens to the Quest Diagnostics laboratory that has 

historically performed their drug testing. 
 
Q:   What is the turnaround time for the synthetic cannabinoids panel? 
A: While result turnaround times may differ depending on the number of drug test panels 

ordered and logistical variations based on geography, negative results will typically be 
returned within 24-48 hours of a specimen’s arrival at the laboratory. 

 
Q: How will results appear from the synthetics cannabinoids panel? 
A: Synthetic cannabinoids test results will be displayed on the client’s report in the same 

manner as any other Quest Diagnostics drug test panel result. 
 
Q: What is the price of the synthetic cannabinoids panel? 
A: Clients should consult with their Sales or Account Management representatives for more 

information about pricing. 
 
Q: Who should a client call with questions about their synthetics cannabinoids panel? 
A: Clients should contact their Sales or Account Management representative directly or call 

our National Customer Support Center at 800-877-7484. 
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