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When combing through new research on psychedelics, one trend sticks out immediately: expansion. More 

researchers are studying psychedelics than ever before.1 Not only are there more scientists, but they’re in 

more places, studying more substances, and testing psychedelic treatments on more disorders. This is the 

bleeding edge of psychedelic science, and it’s growing every day.

Testing The Boundaries Of Psychedelic Medicine
Psychedelics are winning scientists and clinicians over because of their potential for improving mental health.2 

Most research these days is done with psilocybin, with some centers also focusing on LSD and other 

psychedelics, as well as MDMA for the treatment of PTSD. Psilocybin in particular is exciting because of 

its favorable safety profile and capacity to improve symptoms in multiple disorders.3 Not that this property is 

unique to psychedelics: SSRIs, for example, are used to treat both depression and anxiety.4 But psychedelics 

seem to have an unusually broad range of uses. Scientists want to know just how broad it really is.

So far, initial evidence from clinical trials supports psychedelic-assisted therapy for mood disorders, PTSD, 

and alcohol and nicotine dependence.5,6 Scientists are continuously building on this research, their sights 

set on getting the regulatory green light for psychedelic therapy in the next five years – if further trials confirm 

its efficacy. Worldwide, eighteen Phase 2 and 3 clinical trials for these diagnoses are currently ongoing, with 

several more in the works. The MIND Foundation, in collaboration with Charité Universitätsmedizin Berlin and 

the Central Institute for Mental Health Mannheim, will also conduct a large study on psilocybin therapy for 

depression beginning next year.

Meanwhile, research is expanding to other mental health conditions. At its Center for Psychedelic & Con-

sciousness Research, Johns Hopkins University has expanded its studies with psilocybin to include eating 

disorders. Imperial College London, also boasting a Centre for Psychedelic Research, plans to do the same. 
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Beyond that, research teams at Yale and the University of Arizona are testing whether psilocybin is effective 

against obsessive-compulsive disorder.

Scientists also hope that psychedelics might help people overpower addictions beyond alcohol and nicotine. 

The University of Alabama is finishing up a study investigating psilocybin for cocaine addiction, and the 

University of Wisconsin will soon do the same for opioid use disorder.

Clinical research is also taking some more surprising turns. One notable avenue is the treatment of cluster 

headaches and migraines, with clinical trials running at Yale, in Basel, and in Copenhagen. The Beckley 

Foundation has also sponsored a recent trial in which a low dose of LSD decreased pain perception.29 And 

researchers at Imperial College London have proposed using psilocybin as a last resort for chronic coma 

patients, although their theory has yet to be tested.7

How To Change Your Ability To Change
Beyond knowing that psychedelics may treat certain disorders, it’s also important to know why.

Researchers have recently examined whether specific aspects of a trip make psychedelic therapy more likely 

to work. One crucial phenomenon appears to be the mystical experience (now an official scientific term!). 

Mystical experiences are characterized by feelings of ecstasy, oneness and unity, and transcendence of 

time and space. They are also known for being both saturated with meaning and difficult to put into words.8 

Recent studies suggest that these kinds of experiences are important – perhaps even essential – for fruitful 

psychedelic therapy.9

At the physical level, psychedelics may promote neuroplasticity – that is, the brain’s ability to form new con-

nections and restructure itself.10 In rats, most psychedelics promote several components of neuroplasticity in 

the pre-frontal cortex, and they’re more potent and quicker potent at it than nearly any other substance.11 In 

humans, scientists think augmented neuroplasticity may explain psychedelics’ long-term effects, and they’re 

busy trying to verify it.12,13 (If this sounds interesting, check out our blog post on neuroplasticity.)

Psychedelics may also work by counteracting inflammation in the brain, which is out of control in certain 

psychiatric disorders.14 According to Dr. Stephen Ross at NYU, reducing inflammation could also have uses 

beyond improving mental health. Drugs which enhance neuroplasticity and dampen neuroinflammation could 

be uniquely suited to treat Alzheimer’s disease and other neurodegenerative disorders. There is no evidence 

for this right now, but since Alzheimer’s can’t yet be cured or slowed down, it may be worth a try. Scientists 

at Johns Hopkins are conducting a study on psilocybin treatment for depression in Alzheimer’s disease, with 

plans to also measure changes in cognitive ability. And researchers at Yale have recently shown that LSD 

microdoses of up to 20µg are safe for older adults, opening the door for further clinical trials.14

Less Is More?
Some researchers wonder whether microdosing, or the use of sub-hallucinogenic doses of psychedelic 

substances, could have benefits too. Anecdotal reports on its effects abound, and science can help separate 

truth from hype. The newly minted Canadian Centre for Psychedelic Science studies microdoses of psilocybin, 

and other teams across three continents are researching microdosing in both patients and healthy subjects.

Due to regulatory limitations, much of this work has been done by surveying people who microdose privately. 

Although this study design has the advantage of taking place in a natural setting, its drawbacks loom large: 

True control groups and blinding are rare, many reports are retrospective and of questionable accuracy, and 

the study samples are likely skewed toward those with pro-psychedelic views. Nevertheless, researchers are 
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doing their best. Several recent publications have explored self-reported effects of microdosing, finding both 

positive and unwanted outcomes.15–17 Another of these studies is taking place at Imperial College London 

right now.

Placebo-controlled trials with microdosing have also sprung up in the literature. A research team in Chicago 

administered microdoses of LSD to healthy volunteers, and like the survey studies, they found both positive 

and negative effects (as well as a big dollop of the placebo effect).18 Low doses of psilocybin are also 

being investigated for their ability to treat depression and migraines, since high doses may not always be 

feasible or desirable for patients. And a study on microdosing LSD with healthy subjects has just finished data 

collection , with another beginning in New Zealand. Some researchers hope microdosing will be an alternative 

to antidepressantsfor patients who experience unwanted side effects, or no effects at all. Others even hope 

for a safe way to enhance mood and cognitive performance in healthy subjects. But only time – and data – 

will tell.

The Dmt Entourage
DMT (N, N-dimethyltryptamine) has not been forgotten in the psychedelic renaissance, and its unique 

properties may earn it a niche in psychedelic therapy. DMT has a short duration of action which can be 

controlled intravenously, and unlike LSD and psilocybin, it doesn’t induce tolerance.19 Researchers in London 

have been studying DMT’s effects on brain activity using EEG,20 while scientists in Basel are conducting a 

clinical safety trial. DMT also has the distinction of being the only psychedelic substance found to be present 

naturally in a mammalian brain, and we are closer than ever to figuring out what it’s doing there.4,5

Research has also picked up on ayahuasca, the traditional Amazonian brew containing DMT. Much of 

ayahuasca research comes from Brazil, where researchers are testing its effects on mental health and brain 

functioning.21 Meanwhile, researchers in Switzerland are developing an ayahuasca pill. A synthetic pill would 

standardize the doses used in studies and could also temper some of ayahuasca’s unpleasant side effects, 

as well as protect Amazonian plants from over-harvesting.

DMT’s close cousin 5-MeO-DMT, traditionally obtained by milking live toads, has also appeared in the 

literature. Researchers from Maastricht University recently characterized 5-MeO-DMT’s effects on various 

measures of well-being,22 while a team at Johns Hopkins found that it might reduce symptoms of depression 

and anxiety.23 Similar to what is happening with ayahuasca, scientists are beginning to prefer synthetic 

sources of 5-MeO-DMT, in this case to avoid bothering any innocent toads.

Windows On The Mind
Participants in psychedelic studies these days often end up in an MRI machine  or wearing an EEG cap, 

allowing researchers to measure their brain activity while they trip. Using fMRI, one fascinating study from 

Maastricht University managed to capture which areas of the brain may cause the experience of ego 

dissolution.24 They’re currently using neuroimaging and behavioral methods to examine how psilocybin 

affects creative thinking, social cognition, and emotion.

Over in Switzerland, researchers have made enormous progress in identifying the receptors necessary for 

psychedelic effects.25 They are investigating how psychedelics affect brain activity, and recently characterized 

psilocybin’s effects on specific brain regions.26 In another line of research, scientists in Zürich and elsewhere 

are interested in the synergy between psychedelics and mindfulness meditation.27

These types of studies have allowed neuroscientists to develop theories to explain psychedelics’ peculiar 

effects. One of these is the entropic brain theory, developed by Dr. Carhart-Harris and his team in London.28 
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According to entropic brain theory, consciousness exists on a continuum between highly ordered and highly 

chaotic brain activity. While the brain’s activity is relatively orderly during normal consciousness, psychedelics 

push it into a more chaotic state. Carhart-Harris and his fellow scientists continue to test this theory with MRI 

and EEG experiments (Read more on the entropic brain theory in this blog post).

More To Explore
Psychedelic research is exploding in new and exciting directions – we are now at a point where fresh studies 

are published every single week. And every day, scientists all over the world are exploring different psychedelic 

substances, their effects on the brain, and how they might help improve mental health.

Summarizing the recent wave of science is a bit like trying to fit the ocean in a teacup. You can also check out 

the projects the MIND Foundation is working on right now.
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