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WHAT ARE PSYCHEDELICS?
Psyche = mind; Delos = manifest →  to 
“manifest the mind” Psychedelic substances 
cause a temporary and dose-dependent shift 
in perception and cognition, revealing or 
“manifesting” qualities of mind that are typically 
not accessible during ordinary consciousness. 

PSYCHEDELIC-
ASSISTED 
THERAPY 101

WHAT IS PSYCHEDELIC-
ASSISTED THERAPY (PAT)?
PAT is a combination treatment, wherein 
a psychedelic substance is used within a 
specific therapeutic protocol with a specially 
trained therapist and interdisciplinary team. 
PAT is a biopsychosocial intervention aimed 
at symptom resolution with very few drug-
assisted sessions, as opposed to symptom 
suppression with ongoing pharmacotherapy 
as per the current paradigm of biological 
psychiatry. The PAT process involves four 
stages: medical and psychological screening, 
preparation sessions, medicine-assisted 
(dosing) sessions, and integration sessions. 

Each stage is essential to maximize benefits 
and minimize risk: 

• Contraindications may include 
certain cardiovascular or neurological 
conditions, psychosis, severe affective 
dysregulation, or unstable living 
conditions. 

• Preparation involves reviewing the 
client’s history, setting therapeutic goal(s), 
building therapeutic trust, providing 
information about dosing sessions, and 
establishing an optimized mindset with 
increased openness, decreased fear, and 
a clear intention. 

• During dosing sessions, a client is 
supported by their therapist(s) while they 
undergo the effects of the psychedelic 
within a curated environment, typically 
with music. Classic psychedelics tend 
to be more introspective, whereas 
empathogens are more relational. 

• Integration involves processing 
incomplete emotions or trauma that 
are surfaced, reflecting upon and 
making meaning from the experience, 
and anchoring and translating new 
awarenesses and insights into concrete 
practices and behaviours. 
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CATEGORIES  
OF PSYCHEDELICS 
CLASSICAL 
(LSD, DMT, psilocybin)

ENTACTOGENS / EMPATHOGENS 
(MDMA, MDA, 3MMC, 2CB)

DISSOCIATIVE 
(Ketamine, PCP, DXM)

ATYPICAL 
(Ibogaine, salvia, cannabis) 

WHAT KIND OF THERAPY IS USED?
There may be advantages of third wave 
behavioural approaches that emphasize 
mindfulness and psychological flexibility for 
PAT, as these are likely relevant transdiagnostic 
mental health factors that are supported 
through psychedelic effects.1 More research is 
needed. In MDMA-assisted therapy, the “inner 
directed” approach emphasizes prioritizing 
and supporting the client’s unfolding 
experience without directing it. It is generally 
agreed that refraining from directing or offering 
interpretations is favourable during dosing 
sessions.

THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTEXT 
(”SET” AND “SETTING”) IN PAT
‘Set’ and ‘setting’ refer to the mindset of 
the participant, and the immediate and 
sociocultural environmental context of therapy. 
These are crucial considerations in PAT, as 
they can profoundly impact the individual’s 
experience and therapeutic outcomes.

WHAT ARE SOME RISKS OF PAT? 
Most risks can be mitigated by proper 
screening, preparation, professional 
guidance, and adherence to safety protocols 
in a supportive clinical setting. Risks include 
acute adverse reactions during effects of the 
substance (e.g. nausea, headaches, anxiety). 
Acute psychologically challenging experiences 
are frequently considered therapeutically 
beneficial in qualitative research. Late adverse 
events are rare, and may include worsening of 
psychiatric conditions or suicidal ideation.2

HOW DOES PAT WORK?
While each psychedelic has specific effects, 
in general, when combined with therapy and 
optimal conditions, PAT has been found to 
enhance introspection, emotional processing, 
and promote neuroplasticity in the brain. PAT 
can interrupt habituated negative thinking 
patterns, induce mystical-type experiences, 
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and foster a sense of connectedness, which 
may lead to long-term positive changes in 
attitudes, behaviors, and well-being. 

WHAT IS THE CURRENT 
EVIDENCE FOR PAT?
The strongest evidence to date supports 
MDMA-assisted therapy for treating post-
traumatic stress disorder,3,4,5 and psilocybin-
assisted therapy for treatment-resistant 
depression6 and end-of-life anxiety.7,8 A 
growing number of clinical trials suggest 
PAT may be safe and beneficial for a number 
of other difficult to treat mental health 
conditions.9,10

SAFETY
ARE PSYCHEDELICS DANGEROUS?
At very high doses, most psychedelics 
(psilocybin, LSD, DMT, cannabis) are unlikely 
to cause fatal toxicity (with the exception of 
amphetamine-like empathogens). However, 
psychedelics could lead to risk or harm if taken 
in an inappropriate or unsafe setting, without 
supervision, given their powerful and often 
disorienting psychoactive effects. 

ARE PSYCHEDELICS ADDICTIVE?
Classical psychedelics are not known to 
cause psychological or physical dependence 
and addiction. Empathogens may lead to 
craving and withdrawal with frequent use. 
Dissociatives like ketamine may lead to 
psychological dependence. 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Psychedelics are known to enhance 
suggestibility.11,12 A person may make significant 
changes to their beliefs, ideas and behaviours 
following PAT. All of the information provided 
to a client before, during and after the dosing 
sessions can have a significant impact on their 
experience and meaning-making. It is essential 

for all professionals to provide accurate, 
culturally safe and appropriate information and 
refrain from imposing on a person’s freedom of 
consciousness. Many individuals seeking PAT 
have been failed by conventional treatments 
and may have desperate and unrealistic 
expectations about the promise of PAT. PAT 
providers must address such expectations, 
while supporting cautious optimism with 
existing evidence.

JEDI CONSIDERATIONS
As in most areas of medicine and scientific 
research, disparities exist regarding 
inclusion in scientific research and access 
to PAT for Black, Indigenous and People of 
Colour (BIPOC),13 as well as for gender and 
sexual minorities. In fact, historically it was 
once thought psychedelics might assist 
conversion therapy for homosexual-identifying 
people,14 while BIPOC people have been 
disproportionately targeted and incarcerated 
for illicit drug-associated actions; both of 
these historical facts speak to unique psycho 
emotional risks in seeking PAT care, and the 
need for culturally safe and gender affirming 
approaches in PAT.
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HOW DOES PAT COMPARE 
TO TRADITIONAL 
INDIGENOUS PRACTICES 
WITH PSYCHEDELIC PLANT 
MEDICINES?
Psychedelic plant medicines have been used 
by Indigenous Peoples around the world for 
millennia, for healing, divination, and fostering 
connections between humans, nature, and 
spirit. Cultural Safety and Humility is essential 
to avoid Indigenous cultural appropriation, 
or imposition of neo-shamanic or new-age 
ideologies in PAT.

SIMILARITIES
• In PAT, effort is made to optimize 

the client’s mindset and therapeutic 
environment; In Indigenous practices, 
unique ritual and/or ceremonial contexts 
are frequently employed.

DIFFERENCES
• PAT is framed by Western science 

and psychology, whereas Indigenous 
practices are framed by the unique 
traditions and Knowledge systems of 
different Indigenous Peoples.

LEGALITY
ARE PSYCHEDELICS ILLEGAL? 
The legal status of psychedelic substances 
varies depending upon jurisdiction (country and 
state). In Canada and the USA, LSD, psilocybin, 
DMT, MDMA, and others are federally illegal, 
whereas ketamine is legal when prescribed by 
a medical doctor. The illegal classification of 
most psychedelic substances is socially and 
scientifically questionable, given their safety 
relative to other legal regulated substances like 
alcohol, and known harms of illegal drug trade.
 
IS IT LEGAL TO PRACTICE 
PSYCHEDELIC-ASSISTED THERAPY?
This varies depending on jurisdiction and the 
regulated status of the psychedelic. Currently, 
it is legal to practice ketamine-assisted therapy, 
when ketamine is prescribed by a medical 
doctor. In Canada and the US, MDMA and 
psilocybin are only legal through special 
exemptions granted through application 
by a medical doctor to federal agencies (in 
Canada, the Special Access Programme; in 
USA Compassionate Use). PAT is otherwise 
illegal and unregulated, though certain states 
like Oregon are developing legal regulatory 
frameworks for PAT using natural/plant 
medicines. Some groups have exemptions for 
religious use, such as the Santo Dime and UAV 
churches who use ayahuasca as a sacrament, 
although this is not PAT. Society-wide 
legalization or decriminalization may come, 
but this is a separate regulatory consideration 
distinct from healthcare regulatory frameworks 
governing PAT delivery.

SELECTED READINGS
PAT Paradigm Shift in Psychiatry
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC6041963/
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