
Nitrous
Oxide
Find out the facts, learn
the risks, and how to
stay safe.

#NotMyChild



What is Nitrous Oxide?
Other names for Nitrous Oxide: NOS, Laughing Gas, Balloons,
Chargers, Whippits.

Nitrous Oxide is a colourless gas, with an occasional slightly
sweet smell. Recreationally, Nitrous Oxide is typically taken by
breathing in from a balloon that has been filled with the gas.
Balloons can be filled by ‘cracking’ small silver canisters to
release the gas, during which process the canisters give off a loud
and distinctive hissing sound. Recently, the use of larger
canisters fitted with a valve or regulator has become more
commonplace. These larger canisters can hold up to the
equivalent of 80 smaller canisters.                    



What are the effects?
Nitrous oxide has a mild pain-relieving effect, making the user feel
relaxed. People who have taken it also report that it can have a mild 
euphoric effect, make you feel light-headed or dizzy and produce
simple hallucinations. Due to the pain-relieving effects, users’
awareness and co-ordination are impaired. Once inhaled, the effect
is relatively instantaneous and lasts around one to two minutes. 

Behind cannabis, Nitrous Oxide is the second most commonly used
illicit drug by young people, with 3% of 11-17 year olds surveyed in
2021 admitting to ever having tried the drug, and 8.7% of 16-24
year olds admitting to having used Nitrous Oxide in the 12 months
ending in March 2020.    

95 people suffered a serious poisoning due to Nitrous Oxide
consumption in 2021/22, up 257% from 2020/21. However,
serious poisoning only makes up a fraction of the total number of
hospital admissions associated with NOS use so don’t tell the whole
story of the rise in serious incidents. 

Isn’t it legal?
As of March 2023, the government announced that it will make the
possession of Nitrous Oxide illegal and classify it as a class C drug,
meaning the punishments are similar to drugs like Valium or Xanax.
However, it has been illegal to produce, import, or supply Nitrous
Oxide for the purpose of getting high since the passing of the 2016
Psychoactive Substances Act. At the time of writing the
government is working out arrangements for legal purposes of NOS
including use as an anaesthetic by doctors and dentists, and in
catering for whipping cream.
              



Don’t use Nitrous Oxide alone. A good rule of thumb for all
drugs, as it could make all the difference as to whether you
come to harm, especially if you trust them, they know how to
spot the signs somethings wrong, and know first aid. 

Sit down and familiarise yourself with your surroundings. NOS
causes you to lose your co-ordination. Sitting and familiarising
yourself reduces the risk of hurting yourself if you fall. 

Don’t drive and use Nitrous Oxide. As NOS affects both
awareness and co-ordination, it will delay your reaction times,
massively increasing the risk of a collision. 

Use a regular size balloon. This guards against both freeze-
burns and suffocation. If oxygen levels drop to the point where
you are at risk of losing consciousness, you will be unable to
hold the balloon and begin breathing regular air again, taking
in oxygen in the process. Oversized balloons can hold larger
amounts of Nitrous Oxide and therefore increase the risk of the
user completely depleting the supply of oxygen in the body,
leading to suffocation. 

How do me and my friends stay safe if we
choose to use Nitrous Oxide? 
 

Avoiding NOS is the easiest way to stay safe, but these tips will
help minimise the risks if you do. 



Don’t resist urges to breathe air. Taking in oxygenated air will
replenish your body's supply of oxygen & reduce the chance of
harm. In medical use, Nitrous Oxide is typically mixed with air.

Take a break between balloons. It's hard to judge the safe
amount of Nitrous Oxide to use so it’s best to do as few as
possible and give your body time for oxygen levels to recover
between balloons. 

Never try to fill a bag, or enclosed space with Nitrous Oxide.
Limiting easy access to oxygenated air massively increase the
chances of permanent long-term damage to your brain &
spinal cord or death by asphyxiation. 

Never breathe directly from or put your mouth on the canister
while it is dispensing. As the gas depressurises, everything
around it cools down very quickly and you could freeze-burn
your lips or lungs, making it impossible to breathe.

Think about how often you are consuming NOS 

If you’re worried about how much Nitrous Oxide you or your
peers are using, try breaking up periods of use, for example
taking Saturday off if you usually take Nitrous Oxide Friday,
Saturday, and Sunday, or try to achieve all the important things
you need to do in a day before taking Nitrous Oxide. 

Tips to stay safe continued...

 

         or if you suffer from pain in your fingers and 
         toes. Heavy and prolonged use of Nitrous Oxide
         has been linked to Vitamin B12 deficiency, 
         which can cause nerve damage. This can first 
         present as tingling or pain in your extremities, but 
         with continued use can develop to into spinal cord damage and  
         probable significant and permanent mobility issues.



If the person isn’t breathing, has shallow breathing, or breathes
with unusual sounds, call an ambulance, then attempt CPR (30
chest compressions, then 2 rescue breaths, then repeat). 
If breathing is normal, place the unresponsive person into the
recovery position, then call an ambulance. Every minute, check
breathing again. If at any point breathing is no longer normal,
update the ambulance service and begin CPR.

How to act if something isn’t right 
Check for any risks to yourself in your immediate environment. 
Is the area well-lit and well-ventilated? If not, take relevant
precautions by opening windows, moving clear of passing traffic
etc. 

If someone is unresponsive and you can’t wake them, lie them flat
on their back (not on a bed). 

Open the person's mouth and check whether there are obstructions
to their airway. If there is an obstruction, remove it.  

Tilt the person's head back, with their chin raised (to fully open
their airway), look down through the mouth into the person’s
throat to check again for obstructions. If you see anything, try to
remove it.  

Check their breathing for 10 seconds. Does the person take 2 or
more normal breaths in that time? 

You won’t get in trouble for getting someone the medical
attention they need; in fact, you could save their life. 
                    

                  



Using Nitrous Oxide with other drugs 
The process of preparing a balloon safely is more difficult and
dangerous if you’re already impaired from consuming alcohol
and/or other drugs. 

Taking Nitrous Oxide with other drugs can significantly change the
effects of the drug and might increase hallucinations. As they have
a similar effect, taking Nitrous Oxide with depressants such as
Xanax, Alcohol can make the user especially susceptible to
suffocation. Anecdotal evidence suggests that taking NOS with
psychedelics can increase the intensity of the psychedelic effect or
bring about scary experiences.  

                    

                  
If you or anyone you know needs to talk to someone about
alcohol, drugs, or any other issues that they may be having, don't
hesistate to contact us on: youngpeople@cranstoun.org.uk

Alternatively, visit our website where you can access
further advice  and details of Cranstoun's services by
scanning this QR code on the right.



About Cranstoun
Cranstoun is a social justice and harm reduction charity
empowering people and empowering change. Our skilled and
compassionate teams work with service users, families and
communities, helping them to make positive changes.

We offer a wide range of services across England within drug &
alcohol, domestic abuse, young people’s services, criminal justice
and housing.

Cranstoun has joined the ‘Not My Child’ campaign, led by Kerry
Roberts, which aims to encourage parents, guardians and care
givers to have honest, positive conversations with their teenage
children about drugs, alcohol and other substances, providing
education to prevent suffering and tragedy. This campaign is in
memory of Kerry’s daughter, Leah, who died tragically after taking
drugs in 2019. 

We believe education, honesty and support will help to prevent
tragic incidents like Leah’s from happening again and we will
always provide support to ensure the safety of young people.             

                  


