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Shedding Light on Classic Psychedelics and Self-Harm

Daniel H. Grossman, BS,? and Peter S. Hendricks, PhD?*

As research on classic psychedelic-assisted treatments
continues to expand, we can expect that findings will
sometimes challenge or elucidate long-held conventional
beliefs about the purported dangers of these substances.
One such notion has been that they precipitate suicidality’
and other self-harm behaviors (eg, jumping off of buildings
believing one can fly, walking in front of traffic?) in some
users. While indeed such cases exist (eg, McFadden?), the
meta-analysis of classic psychedelic therapy and suicidality
by Zeifman et al* is one of several recent publications
offering compelling evidence to the contrary. The study,
which analyzed suicidality data from 7 classic psychedelic
therapy trials and found acute and sustained decreases on
all relevant measures, warrants optimism for the treatment
of suicidality.

Like many negative perceptions of classic psychedelic
use, it is likely that the notion of increased risk of suicide
and self-harm first appeared in the late 1960s, when “the
dark side of psychedelics” (Pollan’!?l) began to receive
widespread attention from researchers and journalists
alike. For example, amid the pervasive moral panic of this
period, there was the high-profile suicide in 1969 of Diane
Linkletter, the 20-year-old daughter of television personality
Art Linkletter, who jumped to her death from her sixth-
floor apartment window in West Hollywood. Her father
claimed that she was under the influence of lysergic acid
diethylamide (LSD) at the time of her death.® Although the
role of LSD was never actually confirmed, Art Linkletter
began a lifelong crusade against the dangers of illicit drugs,
framing his daughter’s death as a cautionary tale of the tragic
effects of drug use on the American family. He appeared on
talk shows, wrote for news outlets, and eventually became a
drug policy advisor to President Richard Nixon.”8

Similarly, though army biologist Frank Olson’s
supposed suicide occurred in 1953, it was in 1975 that the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) revealed that Olson
was surreptitiously dosed with LSD by his colleague
Sidney Gottlieb, head of the CIA’s clandestine MK-Ultra
program, just 9 days prior to his death.” The circumstances
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surrounding Olson’s death and whether it was truly a suicide
remain mysterious, even becoming the subject of Errol
Morris’s Netflix documentary Wormwood. Nonetheless, yet
another potential classic psychedelic-induced suicide had
made its way into the headlines.

Cases like Linkletter’s and Olsons loomed large in
the public perception of classic psychedelics, despite the
empirical research at the time only tenuously connecting
classic psychedelics with rare instances of increased
suicide risk. One prominent example was a survey study
by Sidney Cohen,'® which queried dozens of researchers
about the adverse reactions they observed while conducting
experimental treatments with LSD on individuals with
various psychiatric illnesses. The study reported a small
handful of attempted or completed suicides during or after
ingestion of LSD, although it was noted that these were all
patients who responded poorly to treatment. Indeed, data
from this study and others indicated that, while suicides
or attempted suicides did occur, they were infrequent and
the role that classic psychedelics played in them was often
ambiguous.!~13

Over the last several years, a new wave of research has
emerged investigating the association between suicidality
and both naturalistic and therapeutic use of classic
psychedelics. Similar to Cohen’s!® reports, instances of
classic psychedelic-related suicidality continue to be rare,
but recent findings invite a more nuanced understanding.
For example, Carbonaro and colleagues” survey' of 1,993
participants’ most challenging psilocybin experiences
found 5 instances of increased suicidality, 3 of which
involved suicide attempts. Conversely, this same study
found 6 reported instances of complete remission of
suicidal ideation attributable to the psilocybin experience
in previously suicidal individuals. At the population level,
lifetime classic psychedelic use was found to be associated
with a decreased risk of suicidal thoughts, planning, and
attempts.'® Returning to the meta-analysis of Zeifman et al,*
large acute and sustained decreases were found on measures
of suicidality during and after classic psychedelic therapy,
though the authors note that most of the studies reviewed
excluded severely suicidal individuals. Small increases in
suicidality during the acute phase were noted for a minority
of participants (6.5%), though these were transient and
resolved in all cases.

Bringing these findings together, classic psychedelic
therapy for suicidality appears to be a promising avenue
for further investigation. Despite this, the research and
anecdotes about increased suicidality and other self-harm
attributed to psychedelics, though evidently rare, remain a
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critical concern-for this work'to address. It is not known
what factors might moderate if a suicidal individual
benefits from a classic psychedelic treatment, or if it might
lead to worsening symptoms. One future direction could
be to query classic psychedelic users who experienced a
reduction or resolution of suicidal symptoms and compare
them against those whose symptoms were exacerbated to
try to elicit potential moderators. Additionally, it is possible
that suicidal ideation may worsen temporarily for some
individuals in this treatment before it gets better, as it did
slightly and briefly in a minority of participants reported
by Zeifman et al.* It is also unclear whether these increases
might have snowballed in a suboptimal non-supportive
setting and to what extent the therapeutic support offered
protection against this adverse outcome. However, as
in the case of exposure therapy,'® it is also possible that
this temporary worsening reflects a habituation toward
distressing emotional material otherwise avoided and
therefore may be a crucial step toward wellness. Finally,
given the relatively small sample size in Zeifman and
colleagues’ meta-analysis,* suicide-related adverse events
may increase in prevalence as classic psychedelic treatments
become mainstream. Since context is thought to be central
to shaping the classic psychedelic experience,!” careful
attention must be paid to the setting and therapeutic
process to minimize this likelihood.

Looking at the evolving trend of classic psychedelic
research in the 21st century, there is a great deal about which
to be optimistic. Zeifman and colleagues’ meta-analysis*
poses yet another bright possibility for classic psychedelic
therapy in the treatment of suicidality. However, it remains
important that we are not quick to dismiss sensationalized
accounts of self-harm as nothing but myth. Though rare,
there remain risks that require careful consideration. It is
our hope that future research clarifies who is most subject
to these risks, what factors best identify them, and how best
to navigate their treatment safely.
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