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Call for action 
Spiking is a horrific crime that has a long-lasting impact on victims. While attacks can 
and do happen to people across society, we are calling directly on universities to be 
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Background 
At the start of the 2021–22 academic year, many students 
started speaking out about their experiences of being spiked or 
caring for fellow students who had been spiked. While it is 
difficult to know the true scale of the problem, it was widely 
acknowledged that reporting was far higher than in 
previous years.  

In addition to the problem of drink spiking (putting drugs or alcohol in someone’s 
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What is spiking?  

People can spike others by:  

• alcohol, including putting alcohol or more alcohol into a drink without a 
person’s consent  

• a range of different prescription drugs (such as sleeping tablets)  

• illegal drugs (such as cocaine, GHB or ketamine)  

Drink spiking is the most common form of spiking, but other items including food and 
cigarettes can also be spiked. Needle spiking also became a serious concern in the 
latter months of 2021. 

What the law says  

Spiking is illegal. It is currently captured under a range of legislation and can result in 
up to ten years in prison. If followed by an assault, sexual offence, theft or robbery, 
then this could be even longer.  

There is a government review in England and Wales considering whether ‘spiking’ 
should become a new, standalone criminal offence. Discussions are also taking place 
in Scotland.  

There is also a new national police investigation underway (Operation Lester) to 
better understand and respond to the rise in spiking reports. This investigation aims 
to join up data between forces to improve recording techniques to better understand 
the nature and extent of the problem to guide better responses.  

It is possible for local authorities to place conditions on licensed premises under the 
Anti-social Behaviour Crime and Policing Act 2014. These include placing additional 
conditions to a license (eg installing CCTV), carrying out a license review, and even 
closure powers if improvements are not made.  

The nature and extent of spiking  

There is very little high-quality research published on the nature and extent of spiking 
in the UK. Most of our knowledge comes from sexual violence research. Spiking that 
is not linked to sexual violence has been underresearched. 
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Available research suggests: 

Perpetrators use a range of drugs, not just so-called 
‘date rape’ drugs 

The detection of more than one substance is common. In cases of spiking linked to 
sexual assault, alcohol is the most commonly detected substance.2 

A small number of perpetrators can cause significant harm 

Cases of serial rapists show that a single perpetrator can cause a lot of harm to a high 
number of people.  

High profile cases: 

• John Worboys was convicted in 2009 for drugging and then sexually assaulting 
women passengers in his taxi with sleeping tablets mixed with alcohol. He was 
convicted of 12 cases, but the number of reports exceeds 100.  

• Reynhard Sinaga was convicted in 2020 for using the so-called ‘date rape 
drug’ GHB to drug and rape 48 men, but the true number of victims could 
exceed 200.  
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Short term impacts reported by victims vary depending on the spiking substance, but 
common impacts include:  

• confusion 

• memory loss 

• vomiting 

• dizziness 

• blacking out 

• feeling emotional and tearful 

• changes in heart rate 

• falling unconscious 

• loss of bladder control 

• paranoia  

• vision difficulties 

‘It happened within a split second. I’ve got the CCTV footage, and 
within ten minutes I’d collapsed. I’ve never felt as ill in my life.’ 

 Male victim of spiking  

Long term impacts reported by victims include:  

• anxiety 

• depression 

• social withdrawal 

• problems continuing with education and/or employment 

• difficulties concentrating 

• self-blame 

• flashbacks 

• the fear that it will happen again  

Depending on the substance used in the spiking, victims may experience longer term 
physical health impacts.  
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Immediate actions to take if a student has 
been spiked 

Staff and students should be aware of the immediate actions that they should take. 

Seek medical help if needed by calling 999, 111 or 
university healthcare 
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All types of spiking incidents can be recorded using existing crime classifications. 
Reporting the suspicion of being the victim of a spiking crime should be enough for 
the police to record the crime.  

Early reporting will help preserve additional evidence, such as by securing drinks, 
downloading CCTV, or taking witness details. It is the victim’s right to receive a crime 
number and details of the officer who is investigating the crime. Ask for this 
information if it is not offered. 

Support them to take a test 

Although medical help should be the priority, it is the police, not healthcare 
providers, who usually conduct testing for spiking incidents.  

Police testing is done by taking a non-invasive urine sample. Some drugs leave the 
body in a very short time (within 12 hours), so it is important to test as soon as 
possible. Other drugs remain in the body longer, so testing will still be considered up 
to five days after the incident (increasing to seven for some drugs). 

Full test results usually take around three weeks, but can take longer. In some areas, 
the police may do additional rapid tests. These additional tests can be useful, but 
have limitations due to the limited range of drugs they can detect. A false negative 
can give victims a false sense of security and deter them from reporting or seeking 
medical assistance.  
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What should universities 
consider in preparation for 
the 2022–23 intake? 

1. Understand the problem 

Universities should understand that spiking is broader than is commonly understood 
and can take many forms. 

Communications to staff and students should ensure that a broad understanding of 
spiking is used, 
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straightforward tools to increase safety and confidence to attend busy nighttime 
economy venues. Others argue they contribute to 
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4. Work with others  

No single organisation can respond to spiking on their own. It is essential that the 
response i

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/business-improvement-districts
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/safer-streets-fund-continues-to-make-streets-safer
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/safety-of-women-at-night-fund-application-process
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Universities should approach any reporting with transparency. They should identify if 



SPIKING: WHAT UNIVERSITIES CAN DO 17 

How have universities 
already responded? 
Some parts of the UK higher education sector have already 
developed good practice responses.  

Effective multi-agency working in Bristol  

Bristol Nights’ multi-agency approach to tackling drink spiking includes a range of 
partners, including Bristol City Council, Avon and Somerset Police and Bristol City 
Centre Business Improvement District (BID), along with the University of Bristol and 
University of the West of England. The city-wide scheme includes 155 venues across 
Bristol, as well as the universities and further education colleges.  

Bristol Nights has provided venues with drinks testing kits and staff training. The 
police have introduced presumptive urine testing kits to improve the early evidence 
gathering needed to increase prosecutions. 

Bristol Nights is encouraging people to tell staff at the venue if they think they have 
been spiked so that testing can take place as soon as possible, ideally within 12 hours. 
It has produced posters for venues stating that they will believe victims of spiking to 
encourage more to come forward and to embed a harm-reduction approach to 
nighttime safety in venues. Bristol Nights has also delivered testing kits and training 
on how to use them across venues. 

Bristol Nights is also working with 
nighttime venues to collect evidence of 
crime, including CCTV and other forensic 
evidence. It has a good range of referral 
organisations listed, including criminal 
justice organisations, violence and abuse 
charities, drug and alcohol services and 
mental health services – demonstrating 
the partnership working required to make 
a difference. 

Venue guides, poster packs and social 
media assets are freely available on the 
Bristol Nights website.  Social media asset designed by Bristol Nights. 

Download as a pdf from the Bristol Nights 
website. 

https://www.bristolnights.co.uk/
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/
https://www.avonandsomerset.police.uk/
https://bristolcitycentrebid.co.uk/
https://bristolcitycentrebid.co.uk/
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/
http://www.bristolnights.co.uk/drinkspiking/venueguide
https://www.bristolnights.co.uk/drinkspiking/venueguide
https://www.bristolnights.co.uk/drinkspiking/venueguide
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University of Exeter 

The University of Exeter sent a message to its university community in October 2021, 
saying that it understood the distress and alarm that reports about spiking were 
causing. It encouraged victims to report to the police and to seek support from its 
wellbeing services. Working with its student’s guild, it reminded students that spiking 
was never the fault of the victim and responsibility was always with the perpetrator. 

Responding to requests from the student community, the university made personal 
alarms and bottle toppers available for students to collect from venues across all its 
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University of South Wales 

The University of South Wales students’ union has invested in drink spiking 
awareness training from not-for-profit organisation 
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Additional resources 

Bristol Nights’ Drink 
Spiking info rm a tio n   

Includes help and advice on what to do if a victim 
is spiked. 

Enough   The 
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Nightline Associa tio n   A charity which supports, promotes and develops 
nightline services. Nightlines are confidential, non-
judgmental support services run by and for students.  

Rape Crisis England 
and Wales , Rape Crisis 
Scotland  and Rape 
Crisis Northe rn Ireland  

Charities working to end sexual violence and abuse. They 
provide helplines, self-help tools and resources, and can 
refer to local services. 
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