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PSYCHEDELIC HYPE

ETHICALLY COMMUNICATING ABOUT PSYCHEDELIC DRUGS

Recently, psychedelic drugs such as LSD and ketamine
have gained a great deal of attention among scientists,
doctors, and the public. Many of these drugs -including
LSD, MDMA (ecstasy), and psilocybin (the active
compound in “magic mushrooms”)- have been illegal
since the late 1960s, with very limited exceptions for
research (Public Law No. 90-639, 1968). Others (like
ketamine) are legal, but highly restricted (Marshall,
1999). Nevertheless, research beginning in the early
2000s has revealed that psychedelics can improve
symptoms for patients suffering from mental illnesses
such as depression, anxiety, and Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder (Yaden et al, 2022). In contrast to other T e
treatments, psychedelics stand out in their ability to create, for example, feelings of “substantial personal
meaning and spiritual significance” (Griffiths et al., 2006). Because of this, some federal regulations, which
currently classify most psychedelics as having “no currently accepted medical use,” have been relaxed in
order to allow for an increase in the number of clinical trials and research studies investigating psychedelics’
effects on humans (Drug Enforcement Agency, 2018).

The transformation in our understanding of psychedelics, from recreational “party drugs” to unique and
potentially transformative agents, has made this subject particularly appealing to science journalists. In
science communication, it is often necessary to simplify the results of experiments in order to effectively
communicate them to a lay audience. However, in cases like this where science intersects with medicine,
simplification becomes a particularly risky business because communicators may focus on what is exciting
for their audience, without appropriately explaining the limitations.

Though it is often done to improve communication, simplifying the results of scientific and clinical studies
can lead people to make premature conclusions about the benefits of the treatment that was studied. When
it comes to psychedelics, headlines such as “Psychedelics Like MDMA Could Revolutionize Couples Therapy”
(Ducharme, 2023) and “Psychedelic Use Could Lower Suicide Risk” (Oberhaus, 2017) tout all of the potential
benefits of psychedelic drugs without describing the risks—or mentioning that these risks are still not fully
known. This positive media attention may encourage dangerous behavior. When communicators fail to
explain the high level of control in most research studies, it can appear that it is advisable to personally use
a psychedelic drug to manage one’s mental health. While some research suggests that personal use of
psychedelics can be helpful for some people, attempting to self-medicate is far more dangerous than the
administration of drugs under medical supervision. For example, someone with a family history of
schizophrenia who does not (yet) have a schizophrenia diagnosis may be triggered into a psychotic break
during a psychedelic “trip,” but this is rarely discussed when psychedelics are hyped in news articles (Roth
& McClure-Begley, 2022).
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According to some of the leading psychedelic researchers in the United States, psychedelic research has
become “trapped in a hype bubble driven largely by media and industry interests” (Yaden et al., 2022). This
hype bubble is characterized by “highly inflated expectations” and “overly positive press reports” of
psychedelics, but once expectations are not met, public perception of psychedelics may quickly decline into
the “trough of disillusionment” (Yaden et al., 2022). Because the risks of psychedelics are not fully known,
some patients determined to be appropriate for psychedelic therapy may nevertheless be harmed. However,
because psychedelics are so hyped and widely visible, “such cases will be widely reported, often without the
context of how clinical trials contribute to scientific progress” (Yaden et al., 2022). Such reports can erode
public trust in science and medicine.

Alternatively, the current media attention on psychedelics can counter negative ideas and stigma about these
drugs. Research of psychedelics’ effects in humans has found that psychedelics do not, in fact, cause “a
psychotic-like state of delirium,” rather, they can cause meaningful, even spiritual, states of mind (Yaden et
al,, 2022). Indeed, psychedelics have been used by various indigenous peoples throughout the Americas for
centuries to engage with spiritual, ancestral, and other non-human planes of existence (Fotiou, 2019 and
Williams et al., 2022). Michael Pollan, a journalist who has focused his career on psychedelics, believes “these
drugs could help people in profound ways—and possibly even help society in profound ways” (Hicks, 2018).
Pollan, like other pro-psychedelic public figures, hopes to share his enthusiasm for psychedelics because of
his belief that doing so will have a widespread, positive impact on the world.

Informing the public of the positive effects of psychedelics is difficult to do without simplification, but sharing
these positive effects may be especially important when it comes to ensuring people with mental illness are
considering all treatment options. When it comes to patients, the current hype may help psychedelics seem
less intimidating. If a patient believes, for example, that psychedelics are addictive (they are not) or are
physically harmful (“magic mushrooms” were found to be the least dangerous of all drugs), they might not
want to consider psychedelic therapy as an option (Schlag et al., 2022). The current positive bias towards
psychedelics in the media could help to counter misinformation regarding psychedelics, leading to a more
informed patient population.

The fascinating development of psychedelic research has the spotlight, not only in scientific and medical
communities, but among the public as well. With this attention comes the potential for increased enthusiasm
for science during a time when Americans’ trust in scientists is on the decline (Kennedy et al.,, 2022).
However, overly optimistic expectations may make for an even harder “fall” when psychedelics inevitably
do not meet all of these expectations. Scientists, journalists, and other science communicators are all
approaching this topic from different backgrounds, so of course, their communication will be different.
Nevertheless, all groups may have a responsibility to balance the good with the bad, raising the question:
what is the best way to communicate about psychedelic science in the midst of current media hype?

Discussion Questions:

1. Do journalists writing about psychedelics have an ethical obligation to discuss the risks and
downsides of psychedelics?

2. Isthere a way to balance excitement and objectivity when reporting on psychedelics? How much
simplification is allowed in scientists communicating their findings with the public?
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3. What are some guidelines or principles that scientists and medical researchers studying psychedelics
should follow in communicating their work with the public? What values ground these suggested
moral rules?

4. Does the public have any responsibility in responding to the media hype around psychedelics? How
should the public engage such research?
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