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Microcrystal tests using polarized light microscopy (PLM) can identify most illicit drugs specifically 

and quickly, and they are inexpensive compared to other methods. “A Modern Compendium of 

Microcrystal Tests for Illicit Drugs and Diverted Pharmaceuticals” [1], recently published online by 

McCrone Research Institute, includes 19 drugs for which microcrystal tests using various reagents have 

been previously developed. This compendium describes in detail the microcrystals formed from each 

test and includes photomicrographs, morphology illustrations, optical properties, notes and infrared 

spectra of the microcrystals. An example page of the compendium is shown in Figure 1. 

For present-day relevance, a survey of crime laboratories was conducted to determine which drugs, 

reagents and microcrystal tests are currently being used. Because earlier literature and references contain 

numerous microcrystal tests for each drug, the authors chose only the most commonly used drugs, 

reagents and test methods for this compendium.  

Information about known microcrystal tests and reference material from numerous sources spanning 

past decades, including textbooks, journal articles and standard operating procedures, were located and 

evaluated. Many of these are out of print and not easily accessible. Such references typically contain few 

photomicrographs of microcrystals, and their reagent formulations and procedures may be difficult to 

interpret. There is also a lack of information regarding potential interferences from other drugs that may 

be combined with pharmaceuticals or from adulterants found in street drug samples. 

The compendium includes the following topics for each drug: reagents and formulation; test methods; 

sensitivity of the test and limit of detection; time required for crystal formation; evaluation of the tests in 

the presence of common excipients, diluents and adulterants; and evaluation of the tests for drugs from 

selected pharmaceutical delivery devices, e.g. tablets, capsules, gels, transdermal patches and oral 

solutions.  

 

“A Modern Compendium of Microcrystal Tests for Illicit Drugs and Diverted Pharmaceuticals” is 

available as a PDF file free for download on McCrone Research Institute’s website, http://www.mcri.org 

[2]. 
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Figure 1. A page from McCrone Research Institute’s compendium showing a microcrystal test for 

codeine. 
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