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Alan K. Davis, PhD
Dr. Alan Davis is an Assistant Professor of Social Work & 
Psychiatry at Ohio State University and Adjunct Assistant 
Professor in the Center for Psychedelic and Consciousness 
Research at Johns Hopkins University. Dr. Davis’s clinical 
experience includes working with people diagnosed with 
trauma-based psychological problems. His research interests 
focus on helping those suffering with substance use and 
mental health problems and developing ways to 
conceptualize substance use and mental health problems 
through a strengths-based approach. He recently completed 
a clinical trial of psilocybin therapy for depression. He also 
examines topics related to naturalistic psychedelic use 
among several populations including people of color who 
have experienced racial trauma, Spanish-speaking people, 
and people who use novel psychedelics such as 5-MeO-DMT.
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Learning Objectives

1. Describe the background and current research on psilocybin 
therapy

2. Explain the acute and enduring effects of psilocybin

3. Discuss the features of the therapeutic approach of psilocybin 
therapy
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Effects: 
Mystical-type
Insight
Challenging

Outcomes:
Improved mental health
Short- and long-term effects
Clinical trials
Naturalistic studies

MDMA

Psilocybin
(magic mushrooms)

Iboga

LSD

Mescaline

5-MeO-DMT



MDMA

Psilocybin
(magic mushrooms)

Differences: 
Duration
Intensity
Route of administration 
Context of use
Biological mechanisms

Iboga

LSD

Mescaline

5-MeO-DMT



Acute Psilocybin Effects: 
Mystical Experiences

Mystical experiences 
are a hallmark of 
psychedelic drug 

effects

Mystical/Spiritual Positive mood

Transcendence of 
time/space

Ineffability



Acute Psilocybin Effects: 
Insight Experiences

Can include 
gaining awareness, 

realizations, 
discoveries about:

Emotions Behaviors

Beliefs Memories



Acute Psilocybin Effects: 
Challenging/Adverse Experiences

Anxiety/fear Physical/Headache Sadness/Grief

Odd sensations Visions/visuals



Quantum Change: What happens when 
insight and mystical experiences happen 
together?

• Rapid and enduring transformations may occur 
when these experiences happen at the same 
time (Miller & C’de Baca, 2001; Miller, 2004)



MDD Trial Aims

• Randomized wait-list controlled trial

• 24 patients with MDD

• Primary Objectives:

• Examine rapid and sustained 
antidepressant effects.

• Demonstrate safety and feasibility 

• Long-term outcomes at 3, 6, and 12-months



Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 



Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 



24 volunteers with moderate to 
severe depression

• Demographics 
•Average age = 39.8 (SD=12.2)

• Female = 67%

•White = 92%

•Heterosexual = 96%

•Mean duration of MDE = 24 months

• No statistical differences in demographics 
between IT and DT groups

Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 



Change in depression scores over time 

as a function of treatment condition

d=2.5
P<.001

d=2.6
P<.001

Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 



Change in depression scores over time 

across both treatment conditions

d=2.3
P<.001

d=2.3
P<.001

Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 



Rapid changes in depression

across both treatment conditions

Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 



Response & Remission

Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 
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Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 
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Quantum Change

• Mystical experience moderately correlated (r=-.41) with 
change in depression scores at 4-weeks.

• Psychological insight strongly correlated (r =-.60) with 
change in depression scores at 4-weeks.

Psychological Mechanisms

Davis et al. (2020). Effects of Psilocybin-assisted therapy on Major Depressive Disorder: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Psychiatry. 



▪ Young male participant
▪ Depressed since 

adolescence; no 
medication trials or 
psychotherapy

▪ Abusive childhood; 
parents divorced

▪ Randomized to the 
delayed treatment 
condition

Session 1: 

In their own words



Session 2: 

In their own words



In their own words
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Long-term outcomes - entire sample
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Long-term outcomes - entire sample
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Conclusions & Future Directions

Mystical-type AND psychological insight effects produce behavioral 
and psychological changes in clinical trials and naturalistic settings. 

Findings could explain a transdiagnostic psychological mechanism 
of change.

Psychedelic experiences are among the most psychologically 
insightful and spiritually significant experiences of people’s lives.

Clinical trials with variety of patient populations: PTSD, Opioid Use, 
Alzheimer's, Lyme disease, Alcohol/Depression, and others. 

Survey studies among people of color, native Spanish-speaking 
individuals, and people identifying as LGB or T. 

Changing landscape regarding decriminalization and medical 
legalization efforts across the US.



Thank you!

Contact:
Alan K Davis, PhD
davis.5996@osu.edu



Q&A With Dr. Davis

• Dr. Sammons will read select 
questions that were submitted 
via the Q&A feature throughout 
the presentation.

• Due to time constraints, we will 
not be able to address every 
question asked.


