
Psychedelics 
in Psychiatry



Disclosures



"What we ordinarily call ‘reality’ is 
merely that slice of total fact which our 
biological equipment, our linguistic heritage 
and our social conventions of thought and 
feeling make it possible for us to 
apprehend."  

-Aldous Huxley



Agenda



The 
Psychedelics:
a few definitions

 psychomimetic: drug or substance that produces 
psychological and behavioral changes resembling those of 
psychosis

 mind altering substances: something that changes a mood or 
perceptions

 psychosis inducer: a substance that produces psychosis

 entheogens: a substance, typically of plant origin, that is 
ingested to produce a non-ordinary state of consciousness 
for religious or spiritual purposes



History



Ancient Times and Indigenous Use

 Evidence points to the use of psychedelic plants as early as 3500 BCE

 Traditional uses were tied to religious ceremonies, used for pain control and to prepare for battle

 Cacti including peyote, san pedro and peruvian torch containing mescaline which can be dried and 
smoked or infused into water or alcohol (mescal)

 Psilocybin, a mushroom native to the Americas ingested through chewing or creating a tea, to treat 
pain and participate in ceremonies

 Cannabis, typically from the marijuana plant, which has milder psychedelic properties

 Ayahuasca, a brew made  from plants in the Amazon rainforest; contains the potent psychedelic DMT

 Salvia, a flowering plant which is a dissociative whose leaves can be smoked, chewed or made into a 
tea



Early Science: late 1800s-1960s

 1895 first scientific trial involving peyote in Washington, DC at (now) George Washington University

 1912 Anton Köllisch, a German chemist, became the first person to synthesize MDMA

 1919 Ernst Spath synthesizes mescaline

 1931 Richard Manske, a Canadian chemist, is the first to synthesize DMT

 1938 chemist Albert Hoffman created d-lysergic acid diethylamide, aka LSD

 1943 Hoffman self administers; starts to publish on methodologies and findings

 1947 Sandoz Laboratories markets LSD and distributes it to psychiatrists to study effects on mental disorders

 1958 Hofmann isolates and figures out the structure of psilocybin and psilocin

 1960s Stanislav Grof, MD, PHD carried out more than 4,000 LSD-assisted therapy sessions 

 1966 ban on manufacturing and sales of peyote, mescaline, LSD, and DMT were prohibited in the US

 1968 ban on personal use or possession for any reason

 1970 Controlled Substances Act- schedules



Timeline of LSD

1938

Albert Hoffman 
synthesized LSD; 

searching for ergot-
alkaloid derivatives useful 
for medicinal purposes

1943

Hoffman used himself as 
the first human test study, 
ingesting 250 micrograms

1947

Sandoz began producing 
LSD

1950s

CIA starts  ‘project “MK 
Ultra”; administers LSD to 

subjects to monitor 
response: military, 

government agents, 
physicians, mentally ill 

patients, prostitutes, and the 
public

1963

Sandoz patent expires; US 
classifies LSD as 

“investigational drug” 
creating restrictions on 

medical and scientific use

1968

Possession of LSD made 
illegal in US; research ban

1970

Controlled Substances 
Act; Schedules



Schedule 1 substance
1) Is deemed to have a high abuse potential

2) Has no legitimate medical use and 
treatment

3) There is a lack of accepted safety for its 
use under medical supervision

“the DEA’s definition for high potential for abuse really means that people will take it without a prescription. It 
doesn’t necessarily mean that it has the possibility of people getting addicted” 
–David Nichols, PhD, Professor of Medical Chemistry and Molecular Pharmacology



What 
Happened?



Psychedelics Renaissance: Current State of Study

Petri G, Expert P, Turkheimer F, Carhart-Harris R, Nutt D, Hellyer 
PJ, Vaccarino F. 2014 Homological scaffolds of brain functional 
networks. J. R. Soc. Interface 11: 20140873.



Psychedelics Renaissance Timeline

 1998 Franz Vollenweider discovers LSD and psilocybin bind 5-HT2A receptor

 1999 Roland Griffiths, PhD establishes research at Johns Hopkins University to study the effects of psilocybin

 2006 Griffiths publishes paper showing that psilocybin can induce mystical experiences

 2009 Robin Carhart-Harris, PhD studies psilocybin in the UK

 2011 Charles Grob, MD, publishes research on psilocybin reducing anxiety in cancer patients 

 2014 Petri et al demonstrates with imaging that psilocybin increases neuronal connectivity. 

 2016 Robin Carhart-Harris, PhD publishes on LSD increasing connectivity

 2018 Study illustrates that ayahuasca leads to significant decreases in symptoms of depression

 2019 Imperial College London launches Centre for Psychedelics Research*

 2019 Launch of Hopkins Center for Psychedelic and Consciousness Research*



Current
Wave



Psychiatric indications* under evaluation

Depression Social
Anxiety

OCD SUDS PTSD Eating 
Disorders

End of 
Life 
Distress

Ayahuasca √ √ √

Ibogaine √

Ketamine √

LSD √

MDMA √ √ √ √ √

Psilocybin √ √ √ √ √ √

* Non-psychiatric indications under study as well including neurodevelopmental disorders (autism spectrum 
disorders), neurodegenerative disorders (Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, MS), pain conditions like headache, 
phantom limb and fibromyalgia, etc



Psychedelic medicine: a 
re-emerging therapeutic 
paradigm

Kenneth W. Tupper PhD, Evan Wood MD PhD, Richard 
Yensen PhD, Matthew W. Johnson PhD



Psychedelic drugs—a 
new era in psychiatry? 

David Nutt, DM, FRCP, FRCPsych, FMedSci
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Classic Psychedelics



Empathogens / 
Entactogens



Dissociatives



Book Excerpt:



Sessions



Challenges?



Future Research Directions



“Consciousness does not 
just passively reflect the 
objective material world; 
it plays an active role in 
creating reality itself.”
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