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Abstract Summary: 
Ceremonial use of psychoactive/hallucinogenic drugs (including ayahuasca and psilocybin) is being 
reported in the lay literature. This presentation will review what is known about "plant medicine" and 
present the findings from a pilot ethnographic study looking at ceremonial drug use and how it relates to 
recreational drug use. 
Learning Activity: 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES EXPANDED CONTENT OUTLINE 

 
Describe what is known to date about the 

historic and present day use of "plant 

medicine" 

Review categories, traditional/modern uses 

and potential side effects of psychoactive 

plants 
 
Discuss how study participant's view 

ceremonial drug use as compared to 

recreational drug use 

Discuss: definitions of recreational vs. 

ceremonial drug use, reasons for using drugs 

recreationally vs. in ceremony, how 

experiences differ, and perceived risks/benefits 

of use 



 
Discuss implications of ceremonial drug use 

for patient care including current patient health 

and future health risks 

Discuss potential implications of plant 

medicine use for current and future patient 

health 

 
Abstract Text: 
 
Purpose: 

There has been an explosion of articles in non-medical journals describing the surge in ceremonial use of 
psychoactive/hallucinogenic drugs (including ayahuasca and psilocybin) in the United States (U.S.) and 
globally. Anecdotal evidence suggests that self-formed groups are using “plant based”, "indigenous" 
drugs to promote physical and emotional healing. However, there has been little research documenting 
how many people are involved in this work, who the users are, what co-existing physical and mental 
health issues users may have, what benefits/risks exist in the use of these drugs and how ceremonial 
drug use encourages or discourages recreational drug use. This preliminary, qualitative study capitalized 
on a unique opportunity to investigate this emergent drug subculture. As part of larger study on 
ceremonial drug use, the purpose of this presentation is to explore study participant’s perspectives on 
how ceremonial drug use relates to recreational drug use. 

Methods: 

After approval from the Internal Review Board (IRB), this exploratory, qualitative study used a modified 
ethnography methodology to observe ceremonies and conduct individual, face to face or skype interviews 
with a convenience sample of 17 participants who are currently running and partaking in “plant medicine” 
ceremonies in the U.S. Inclusion criteria included age greater than 18, English speaking, currently running 
and participating in ceremonies in the U.S. Exclusion criteria included age less than 18, non-English 
speaking, and/or running or participating in countries other than the U.S. Descriptive content analysis was 
performed with the assistance of Atlas.Ti software to discover themes and to inform the research 
questions, conceptual framework and methodology for a larger mixed method study focusing on the 
perceived physiological, psychosocial, spiritual and behavioral risks and potential benefits of ceremonial 
drug use. 

Results: 

Participants in this study represent a diverse sample of plant medicine users. Salient themes emerged 
regarding the relationship of ceremonial drug use to past, present and potential future drug use. 
Participant’s uniformly described ceremonial drug use as “the opposite” of recreational drug use and 
recounted stories of ceremonial drug use healing past traumas, including drug and alcohol addiction. 
However, participants had conflicting beliefs about whether ceremonial drug use encourages or 
discourages recreational drug use. 

Conclusion: 

It is critical that nurses be aware of emergent drug cultures in order to effectively identify, educate and 
counsel patients. As the numbers of participants in ceremonial drug use continue to rapidly grow, more 
research is needed on pathways to membership in these communities, how and why people choose to 
participate and the relationship of ceremonial drug use to recreational drug use. Results from this study 
will be used to inform nursing education and the development of a larger mixed methods study. 

 


