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Balancing risk and therapeutic potential 
with illicit drugs

… is principally no different than 
with drugs in general



Even the most deadly substances in the world 

can safely be used therapeutically







Cosmetics, muscle spasticity, 
strabismus, overactive 
bladder, migraine, chronic 
pain conditions 
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• Drugs are not inherently harmful or beneficial

• The effects of drugs depends on how we use them

• One cannot directly compare medical use 
   with recreational use
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Predictors of outcome 
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Predictors of outcome 

Little or no 
increased risk of 

addiction

Opioid

Patients

As prescribed



Cannabis
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Learning the hard way with LSD 

•What: LSD 

•Who: Alcohol use disorder 

•How: 

–Preparations 

–Aesthetic environment  

–Supporting monitors
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Learning the hard way with LSD 

•What: LSD 

•Who: Alcohol use disorder 

•How: 

–Neutral room  

–Blindfolded and/or restrained 

–Extensive questionnaires during session
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•Cannabis 
–Nausea and vomiting associated with chemotherapy (>20 
trials) 
–Appetite stimulant (4 trials) 
–Muscle spasticity (14 trials) 
–Chronic pain (including neuropathic pain; 28 trials) 
–Intractable childhood epilepsy (CBD, 6 trials)

Most researched “illegal medicine” 

•Ketamine 
–Depression (>20 trials) 
–Suicidal ideation (11 trials) 
–Addiction

•Psychedelics (primarily psilocybin) 
–Cancer-related psychological distress (4 trials, 104 patients) 
–Depression (2 trials, 18 patients) 
–Addiction (nicotine (15 patients) and alcohol (10 patients))

•MDMA 
–PTSD (5-6 trials) 





Balancing risk and benefit with psilocybin 

What:  
- Psilocybin
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Balancing risk and benefit with psilocybin 

Who:  
- Patients 

- Range of exclusions criteria

What:  
- Psilocybin

How:  
- Sufficient dose for mystical experience 

- Preparation and integration 

- Aesthetic living-room-like environment



Balancing risk and benefit with psilocybin 
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• Low risk for serious adverse events … when used in a controlled setting 

• No need for daily dosing for high therapeutic benefit  

- Substantially lower the risk for long-term adverse effects  

- New paradigm in psychiatry

Benefits of therapy with psilocybin, 
MDMA and ketamine 
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