2. THE THERAPEUTIC USE OF MDMA

GEORGE R GREER AND REQUA TOLBERT

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes a method for the therapeutic administration of MDMA
((+/-). 3.4-mcthylenedioxymcthamphetamine) to humans and includes five
casc reports. Comparisons arc made to the approach of “Twelve Step ﬁm-
grams’ for substance abusc treatment and to sacred rites of passage. The
importance of the mental sct of the patient and therapist and the psychological
preparation of both arc emphasized. Screening criteria and informed consent
information arc also discussed. Results from 80 patients indicate that MDDMA
scems to decrcase the fear response to a perecived threat to a patient’s cmo-
tional integrity, lcading to a corrective emotiomal cxperience that probably
diminishes the pathological cffects of previous traumatic experiences. The
acquisition of cffective skills for communicating feclings to family members
also occurs. Psychological benefits were lasting up to a two-year follow-up
for many patients, and relicf from chronic pain and premenstrual symptoms
occurred for one patient cach. Double-blind controlled experiments utilizing
the method presented are not feasible because the mental set is affected and the
MDMA cffect is casily perccived by patient and therapist. Suggestions for
potential applications include the prevention and treatment of dysfunctional
family relationships and of substance abusc.

We supervised MDMA-assisted therapy sessions for patients from 1981
until 1985, when MDMA was placed in Schedule T by the Drug Enforce-
ment Administration. An outline of our method and a detailed summary of
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the results reported by the first 29 pcople administcred MDMA have been
published clsewherce [1). '

2. THE ROLE OF MENTAL SET

The term “mental set” refers to the overall belicf of both patient and therapist
.as to what the goal of the session is; how the therapist, the session procedure
and the drug will help the patient achicve the goal; and what results are to be
-expected. From our own cexpcriences and from the reports of other therapists,
we found that the goal of developing a more compassionate attitude toward
onesclf and others was casily achicved by people undeigoing MIDMA -assisted
therapy. Also, relicf from chronic symptoms and bchavior problems scemed
greater when such a change in attitude occurred. Based on the success of other
mcthods utilizing altcred states of awarcness to achicve this healing attitude,
.we approached sessions more as sacred rites of passage than as conventional
therapy sessions [2-4). We also viewed the effect of MDMA as secondary o
the cffect of the therapeutic ritual: assisting morc than causing the patient 1o
achicve the desired outcome from the session.

After the choice of the session goal, we found that the quality of the rehitnon-
ship between patient and therapist was the next most important variable in
predicting the outcome for an MDMA session — more important cven than
the dose taken. In the absence of a hcaling-oricated rclationship in which the
paticnts fclt safc cnough in the therapists” presence to open themsclves fully to
new and challenging expericnces, one was apt to have 2 morc superficial
cxperience. An essential factor in cstablishing a therapcutic relationship was
the patient’s knowing that the therapists had undergone MDMA sessions
themselves and so would be able to understand the kind of experience the®
patient would be having. Hearing the stories of the therapists® cxperiences
and sceing that no harmful effects had occurred served to provide hopc and
reassurance that the session would go well. Special preparation of the ther-
apists before they began to supervise MDMA sessions was crucial for both
enhancing the therapeutic relationship and for understanding the cffece of
MDMA on the therapy process. ’

3. PREPARATION AND MENTAL SET OF THE THERAPISTS
We first learning about MDM A -assisted therapy from a clinical psychologist,
Leo Zeff, Ph.D., in 1980. ZefT had conducted LSD-assisted (hcrapy sessions
in the carly 1960s and was the first psychotherapist to use MDMA extensively,
beginning in 1976.

ZcfF's approach was based on the concepts and techniques derived from
the LSD rescarch of psychiatrist Stanislav Grof [2]. the peyote rituals of the
Huichol trjbe in Mexico (3], Buddhist Vipassana (Insight) meditation [4], the
mystical traditions of both East and West, as well as_his training and experi-
ence in traditional Western psychology and psychotherapy. He saw that Using
MDMA had similarities to the Twelve Step programs that have proven to be

so ctlecove i che areatment o addiciave behaviors: the susrender of the

patent’s mdvidual will to a Higher Power for personal guidance in-order ¢ -
achieve healthy self-control. The surrendening attitude is scen as esséntial fer

achicving a profound release from addictive attachment to relationships, be-

hiefs, and behaviors that have been destructive in the person’s past.

At the time we learned of Zetf's work, he had conducted hundreds of
MDMA sessions and had achieved dramatic results without complications.
Because he had done his work away from the public eye and had written
nothing about it, we saw a need both to offer sessions and to document the
results so that the rescarch community would learn about the potential of
MDMA as a pharmacological catalyst tor psychotherapy. We began conduct-
ing sesstons and recording information about patients both before and after
their sessions. This mformation gathering was more in the spirit of a desernp-
tive “medheal anthropology™ study than 4 nigorously controlled experiment
designed o deternine the ethicacy of MDMA-assisted therapy {1]

Reparding: our own preparanon. one of us |GG was a Board-Certified
psychuatnst, had studied the same subjects as Zett, had undergone long-term
msight-onented psychotherapy, and had pracuced Vipassana meditation. The
other [T practuced Vipassana and was 2 Master's level psychiatric nurse.
Our traiming for conducting MDMA sessions began with our own cxperi-
ence taking it topether. We were most unpressed with the case we had in
commumcating our fechngs and thoughts about cach other that previously
had been too emotionally charged (o be discussed, as well as with the effortless
forgiveness we experienced for cmes we felt we had been hure by the other,
all with a clear sensorum and cognitive faculties. In the cight years since, we
have continued to utihize the skill of intumate communication that developed
spontancously during that first session.

Daily practice of meditation helped us to develop the skill of obscrving the
details of inncer experience during the MDMA state of consciousness and,
because we learned to achieve sumilar states of mind without the drug. pre-
vented our seduction into the beliet that MIDMA was an exclusive panacea. In
addition, having a few MIDMA scssions supervised by a therapist experienced
in its usc made us famihar with the range of ws cffeces. The expenience of
feacless communication and spontancous forgiveness, or letting go of resent-
mcnts, was particularly important in understanding how MDMA can be used

. cffectively.

4. SCREENING AND PREPARATION OF PATIENTS

To foster developmient of the opumal mental set for paticnts, we essentially
followed Zcfi"s method for screening, preparing, and conducting sessions,
and we added pre- and post-session questionnaires and written informed con-
sent. The entire procedure was also reviewed and approved by a peer review

. panel of psychiatrists and a psychologist who were experienced with the use

of drug-assisted psychotherapy and with the ctfects of MDMA. When pro-



ioward a therapeutic goal. The commitment and the willingin <.+ cocounter
the difficultics that arose were all that were really required.

»

6. CONDUCTING THE SESSION

When paticnts arrived for their sessions. they were first given time to bring us
up to datc on their lives. Decisions about exact dosages of MIDMA were then
madc. For men, the range was usually from 100 to 150 mg. Women took 75 to
125 mg. We did not know if there was a sex difference or a difference based
solcly on weight, but women secined to be more sensitive to MDMA than
were men. If the session was for an individual who wished primarily to focus
his or her attention internally, a larger dose was suggested. For couples who
wanted to spend time together, a smaller dose was more useful. Often the
general intensity of effects and side cffects was described for the dosage ranges,
the person indicated his or her wish for a “low, medium, or high” dosc,
and we translated that into an actual amount. Especially in an initial session,
we belicved this ability to have some contral over the situation would be
comforting,.

Time was sometimes spent in silence, prayer, or meditation before taking
the MDMA. After ingestion, the patient sat quictly waiting, to (el the effects,
or lay down, donning cyeshades to decrease outside distractions. Music was
playcd. usually via hcadphoncs, and was dlways instrumental, except for vocal
picces sung in forcign languages. The genre was classical, ethnic, or modern.
Typical composers included Mahler, Beethoven, Wagner, Fauré, and Deuter.
The decision to play a given picce of music at any given time was usually made
intuitively by one of us. Patients could ask to change a picce of music or have
silence.

Couples were encouraged to begin their expericnces in scparate rooms. This
allowced them to attend to individual issucs in the MIDMA state and to notice
fully the initial physical effects. After a couple of hours, partners usually had
much to talk about with each other and so came together when they both felt
ready.

We rarely initiated psychotherapeutic interaction with people during their
sessions. We were, of course, available and supportive if difficult or pamnful
experiences occurred. After conducting the first few sessions, we found that
talking about or “reporting’ one's experience and thoughts during the session
was often donc with our benefit in mind and only diluted the inner process. If
this sort of ““monologue conversation™ with us occurred, we suggested that
the person cither talk into a tape recorder for future reference or simply focus
his or her attention inside rather than toward us. We could hear about it when
it was all over. The main thing for us to do was to be available to provide for
physical nceds and comfort and to help give perspective when requested.

After one-and-a-half to two hours, paticnts were offered an additional dose
of MDMA (usually 50 mg) to cxtend the peak part of the experience another
hour and to make the wearing off of the drug morce gradual. Since dchydration

was a common cffect, water was offered periodically. After patients fele thae
the MDMA statc had mostly passed, they usually sct up and began talking to
us about what had happened. We usually spent onc to three hours discussing
the session, to assist in the integration) of the experience into daily life. In all,
cither or both of us usually spent a total of six to cight hours with the patients
on the day of their scssion. We did not routinely offer interpretations of the
mcaning of the cxperiences, but tricd to facilitate a smooth transition back to
the usual statc of consciousncss.

We made sure that paticnts were alert and able to function norm‘nlly. before
they were allowed to lcave. Blurred vision due to pupillary dilatation, and the
visual “trails”" that were rarely scen behind moving objects, had to be absent
before we allowed anvone to drive. To gather follow-up information, a
qucstionnaire was givc;\, to be answered after one or two weceks. The 'I’cak
Expericnce Profile (Pahnke, W., Grof, S., and Dilco, F.. 1981, unpublished
manuscript) was also given to patients during the latter years of our work, to
be completed as soon as possible. All patients were cncour:gc«! to call us
whenever they wanted to discuss any problems or to relate their thoughts
about the experience. .

Roughly 9% of the people we saw in ths contcxtvhad powerful and
generally positive and uscful experiences, according to their fqllow-up reports
[1]. About onc third returncd to have a single subsequent session, and another
third had more than two sessions. The following are the stories of five people
who had morc dramatically beneficial sessions than most, though the quality
of the sessions was typical for the other seventy-five people who had sessions
with us:

Case 1: A married man in hic carly scventics with tweo grown children

A rctired geophysicist and farmer, he had always been a successful man in
charge of his own life. At the timne of his sessions, he had been told that 'hc was
among the longest-living survivors to datc with multiple mycloma, which had
been diagnosed in 1975, He had undergone group therapy for two vears
(predating his cancer diagnosis) to help with depression over fannly problems.
On being diagnosed with cancer, he began therapy in a group format, where
he learned deep relaxation, meditation, and visuahzation to combat his cancer
and toassist in pain control. e did, in fact, learn to achicve states where his
pain was as reduced as it was with narcotics, but he still endured much pa.in".'
At the time of our first mecting, his main complaint was “movement pain
from four collapsing vertebrac, secondary to the mycloma. Over the pre-
ceding months, the pain had increased, decreasing his physical and scxu;l
activity and his ability to go fishing or to Ay his planc. He was also t'roul?lcd
by the depression that usually followed the numerous fractures of his spinc,
which necessitated confinement to bed. The goal for his session with MDMA,
which he wished to take with his wife, was to cope with his pain in a better
way and to reccive help in adjusting to his current life changes.






Jrew upjrediation and love for her parents for enabling her to be living in the
world. The rest of her expericnce was generally positive.

The next day she was intenscly angry for a short period of time and had her
“worst fight in thirteen ycars™ with her husband, as both continued to release
old tensions and negative feclings. For the next two days, although she
continued to have some nausca and her digestion was retarded, she fele well
cmotionally and morc grounded than usual: “I was a different person.”

She subscquently had cight MDDMA sessions over the course of a ycar; four
of thosc times she took only 50 mg during her premenstrual periods for the
relicf of tension and irritability, which she unexpectedly had discovered it
offered. Her marijuana intake decreased from scveral times a week to occa-
sional usc, and cocaine ccased to have any appcal. Generally, she felt that the
relcase of negative and painful matcrial gave her more encrgy and creativity.
She has observed that she argues less with her mother and feels closer to her.
At the same time, she is less concerned with her parents’ inevitable deaths,
having a newly reinforced betief in the eternity of the soul — that “we are nof
our bodics.”

Almost three years after her first session she said:

I still am a different person. I'm not prone to petting caught up in the negative dark
influcnces that are present in my character. 1 have more choice over how 1 feel. 1 can
handle my emotions and 1 understand how they work more.

-
Cases 4 and 5: A married couple in their carly 30°s with no children

The husband was teaching creative writing and writing a novel, and the wife
was a graduate student in forcign literaturc. She had undergone an abortion a
few months before because their lives simply did not have room for a child,
though they both wanted to have children later.

In stating her purposc for the session, the wife said, 1 hope to achicve a
new level of communication with [my husband)] — one we can remember and
continuc to draw on in the future. " He wrote, 1 hope to clarify my thinking
about myself, my work, and my short-term goals, and to share a vistonary
and intenscly conscious experience with [my wife].”

Onc of us [GG] and the husband took 75 mg initially, the other [RT} and
the wife took 50 mg. All four of us took three more doses of 50 mg cach at
45 minutes, 1 Y2 hours, and 4 hours after the initial dosc. They spent their
session talking with us, alternating with time to themselves. Two wecks later,
the wife wrote the following:

I wish | could be writing to tell you that the exhilaration both fmy husband} and I fele
two weceks ago is still alive. .. .but with a return to the daily world of responsibilitics,
the feeling has diminished. Not that it's left completely: what has remained is the
memory of that [day| and the clarity of thought and emotion it left me with. And that
is very precious indeed. . . . ) o
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Icll in fove with fmy husband] all over again, and [ seemed to sec how the anxiceties
of this ycar have taken their toll on him. ... But when | saw his face rclcucfl from
carcs, it was a great insight to me — and this was the face 1 first loved. So we've had
some long talks and a lot of things that had been only superficially resolved now seem
complcted. We vow to work always to be more open with each other.

Perhaps the most obvious and delightful effect of the drug was that it freed me from
fecling trapped inside my body. These pasg few months following the abortion have
been excruciating, apart from the cmotional pain. [My husbhand] and | have always
cnjoyed cach other tremendously — physically — and somchow 1 was so shaken by
what our bodies had done, that I devcloped a kind of fear or reluctance to take any
more chances. This was exaggerated by the complications | had, but even once | got
back onto a normal cycle. | could hardly belicve that simple pills could prevent
pregnancy. Nonce of this was decp-rooted in'me. because | had never felt it bcff)fc and
was consciously trying to overcome it. But the MDMA did the trick, like a miracle. |
was able to put cverything into perspective and realize that one accident does not |
necessarily mean another, and that in the meantime there is a lot of enjoying to do.

In her follow-up questionnaire much later, she wrote, “There was a great
sense of communality — that we're in this life together — and we are still
drawing on this shared realization now, after 1 V2 years.™

He wrotc the following after ten days:

The positive cffects of the drug — calmness, fearlessness, rencwed love for [my }vifc'.
a sensation of personal intensity or power, re-alignment of one’s proper place in the
universe — all these have been wearing thinner over the past week and a half.

Still, the effects haven't entircly worn off, and I'm happy that it’s the feeling of
renewed love which has held up the best. The sensation was (and still is) as if | were
sccing {my wifc] through new cyes, not unlike the cyes 1 saw her with when we fiest
fcll in love, but not quite the same ones cither. Wider ones. [ think: less wary ones, for
surc.

We heard many similar storics from other therapists who used MDDMA
diffcrently from us, though their basic attitudes and purposes were the same,

7. CONCLUSION

From our own obscrvations and thosc of athers, we belicve that, in the right
circumstances, MDMA reduces or somchow climinatcs the ncurophysiologi-

<cal fear response to a perccived threat to one’s cmotional integrity. Though we
do not understand how MDMA reduces the cxperience of fecling threatened,

it docs consistently reduce the primary somatic symptom of fcar: the tightness

and ncrvous fecling in the th‘r(_i:g;_t_‘hs:sl._abd_onlcn._nndé_kw“sc“'““'a

There is also 2 moderate anesthesia to pain (but not to touch) in the skin during
the acute cffect, which may parallel the ancsthesia to cmotional pain or fear
without rcducing cmotional sensitivity. With this barricr of fear removed, a
loving and forgiving awareness scemed to occur quite naturally and spont-
angptixs]'y. Peoplc found, it unusually comfortable to be aware of, to commu-



nicate, and to remember thoughts and feclings that are usually accompanicd
by fear and anxicty. Alcohol can reduce the same kind of fear, but cogni-
tive clarity and conscious recovery of repressed feclings arc npt possible.
Anxiolytic drugs and beta sympathcetic blockers also reduce anxicty but do not
facilitate the access of repressed memorics or feclings.

Presumably both common and unique childhood traumas had caused the
formation of conditioned fear responscs, which made it desirable for patients
to avoid having certain feclings or thoughts symbolically associated with the
traumas. Without the conditioned fear inhibiting access to the information
contained in these thoughts, feclings, ©of memorics, paticnts’ valuc judge-
ments about their past, their relationships, and their sclf-worth could be bascd
upon more accuratc information. They could reassess any aspect of their lives
and rclationships that they chose, from the broader perspective of sccurity and
love, rather than from onc of vulncrability and fear. With the fcar removed, a
corrective emotional expericnce could occur, and it scemed natural and casy
for most pcoplc to begin to trust the validity of their own unfearful feclings, as
well as those of a significant other who was cxperiencing the same state with
them.

Because MDMA did not distort perception, thinking, or memory (except in
doscs well over 100 to 150 mg), the learning that took place during the scssion
often became consolidated and applied to paticnts’ everyday lives long after the
session had ended. Couples who had a session together frcqucnay began to
::);lsc their relationships much more on love and trust than on fear and sus-
“icion. Somc of our patients said that under the influence of MDMA, and for

f .':,nys to years aftcrward, they *“fecl more loving," “can casily forh’ivc pain of
ae past,” or “let go of grudges or misunderstandings.” We belicve these
tesults were not caused by MIDMA, but were achicved by the paticnts making
decisions based on what they learned during thcir MDMA scssiops, and by
their remembering and applying thosc decisions for as long as thcy were able
to and willing to aftcr the scssion was over. We believe this occurred because

“taking MDMA with an intention to Icarn, with an attitude of acceptance, and
in a safely structured setting cnabled people to experience their truc nature,
which is cssentially loving and forgiving. About 75 of the 80 paticnts wc
‘treated reported significant benefit from their session(s). o

Unfortunately, a double-blind controlicd experiment testing the cfficacy
of our method is impossible because the. optimum mental sct requires that
the patient and therapist know that MDMA is being taken and because the

‘MDMA altered state is so obvious to both. Motivation would be scvercly
‘compromiscd if therapists and paticnts thought there was only 2 50% chance
hat they were really taking MDMA and that the primary goal of the session
‘Would be to study the effects of the drug itsclf rather than for the patients to
®am somcthing for themselves.

Onc potential application of MIDMA therapy could be in the prevention and
treatment of addictive behaviors. Pathological childrcaring, with its traumas

by

and dcprivations, is a major causc of the development of both addictive be-
haviors and the co-dependency of family members, which helps sustain the
addiction. If thosc at risk could acquirc the skills of becoming aware of their
deepest feclings and communicating these to family members, it could prevent
the transmission of dysfunctional family rclationships from onc generation to
the next. .
Traditional cultures often used consciousness-altering drugs in a ritual con-
text as a ritc of passage into adulthood, while such powerful rites arc virtually
absent in modern Western culture. As an cxample, the Native American
Church has successfully used peyote rituals within a Christian context to treat
alcohol abusc among its members [13]. A number of our patients spontane-

//éi;sly reduced their intake of cocainc and marijuana and noticed a decreased
[ desire to consumc them, even though that was not a goal for having a scssion

[1]. Such potential benefits of the carcful use of MIDMA should be considered

when cvaluating the potential risks of toxicity from therapeutic doscs.
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