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Spiritual health practitioners reveal key
motivations in psychedelic-assisted therapy
practice

New research reveals that spiritual health
professionals engaged in psychedelic-
assisted therapy are often motivated by
their own experiences with psychedelics

( Personal Experiences

«  How do my personal experiences impact my motivations
for doing this work?

* What am |, personally, hoping to get out of facilitation?

* What am | hoping the people in my care will take from their
experiences?

Motivations to Facilitate

Identifying Gaps in Awareness

Addressing Areas for Growth

ATLANTA, GA, UNITED STATES, April 29,
2025 /EINPresswire.com/ --In a
comprehensive Genomic Press peer-
reviewed research report published
today in the journal Psychedelics,

Emory University investigators have
uncovered the complex motivations Self-literacy reflection exercise for psychedelic
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driving spiritual health practitioners facilitators.

(SHPs) - also known as healthcare

chaplains - to pursue careers in the

rapidly expanding field of psychedelic-assisted therapy (PAT). The findings shed light on the
deeply personal nature of facilitator engagement in psychedelic care and introduce novel
training approaches aimed at improving therapeutic outcomes.

“ As psychedelic treatments gain traction for conditions like
treatment-resistant depression, PTSD, and existential
distress among cancer patients, understanding what
motivates practitioners has become increasingly crucial.
The qualitative study, led by Drs. Caroline Peacock, Deanna
Kaplan and colleagues at the Emory Center for
Psychedelics and Spirituality, highlights the substantial role
that personal psychedelic experiences play in drawing
healthcare chaplains to this emerging practice area.

We found that personal
experiences with
psychedelics serve as a
catalyst for chaplains
entering this field. The
degree to which this work is
personal presents unique
benefits and potential
challenges.”

Dr. Deanna Kaplan This research addresses fundamental questions about

best practices in facilitator training that have been largely

unexplored until now," says Dr. Kaplan, corresponding author and assistant professor at Emory
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University School of Medicine. "We
found that personal experiences with
psychedelics often serve as a catalyst
for chaplains entering this field. The
degree to which this work is deeply
personal for facilitators presents
unique benefits and potential
challenges in therapeutic contexts."

Personal Experience as Primary
Motivator

The study, led by Dr. Caroline Peacock,
DMin, examined 15 spiritual health
practitioners with experience
facilitating legal psychedelic sessions.
Researchers identified two overarching
themes: initial motivations for entering
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Spiritual health practitioners (SHPs), also known as healthcare chap-
lains, are i il involved in ilitati ic-assisted
therapies in clinical trials and community settings. Although the mo-
tivations of therapeutic practitioners are known to impact clinical
decisi king and little research has investi-
gated what drives SHPs to pursue this work. This qualitative study ex-
amined n = 15 SHP's (60% female; Mage = 46.57) who were involved
in legal administration of ic-assisted therapy. An inductive-
deductive qualitative analysis approach yielded two major themes: (1)
Initial Motivation for Practicing PAT, and (2) Ongoing Sources of Mean-
ing and Fulfillment. The SHPs in this study often cited personal expe-
riences as key motivations for entering this field, frequently linked to
a significant personal encounter with psychedelic use. The most com-
mon Ongoing Sources of Meaning and Fulfillment included witness-
ing healing in others and experiencing positive personal impacts from
facilitating psychedelic-assisted care. This article addresses the sub-
stantial role that personal psychedelic experiences appear to play in
SHPs' motivations to pursue this area of practice. Such experiences
provide valuable first-hand knowledge of the unique phenomenology
of psychedelic treatment, although they can also potentially introduce
biases and reduce objectivity. Training and certification guidelines set
by the Association for Clinical Pastoral Education (ACPE) may help ad-
dress these risks for SHPs through heavy emphasis placed on self-
literacy and reflective learning components. Guided by these findings,

we introduce a novel reflective learning exercise, as well as several ex-
isting ACPE learning components that may support psychedelic facili-
tators and facilitators-in-training from any professional background.
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What motivates spiritual health practitioners in
psychedelic-assisted therapy? A qualitative study and
implications for facilitator training practices.

the field and ongoing sources of meaning that sustain practitioners' commitment to the work.

Notably, the most frequently cited initial motivation was practitioners' own healing experiences
with psychedelics. One participant described finding unexpected relief from chronic pain:

"Through this work, | was able to release it. | started to feel better in every way." Others reported
transformative spiritual experiences that fundamentally altered their worldview and vocational

trajectory.

These findings raise intriguing questions about the relationship between personal experience
and therapeutic effectiveness. Could firsthand knowledge of altered states of consciousness
enhance a practitioner's ability to support others through similar experiences? How might
training programs acknowledge personal experience while ensuring objective, patient-centered

care?

The Double-Edged Sword of Personal Experience

The study reveals a potential tension in psychedelic facilitation practice. On one hand,
experiential knowledge equips practitioners with invaluable insight into the unique
phenomenology of psychedelic journeys. On the other, personal experiences can potentially
introduce biases that influence clinical objectivity.
"SHPs who have experienced personal healing through psychedelics often describe a deep sense
of meaning in guiding others through similar processes," Dr. Kaplan explains. "However, this
raises the risk of what we term 'experiential encapsulation' - assuming one's own psychedelic
experiences and interpretative frameworks are universally applicable."



This concept parallels "cultural encapsulation," where clinicians unconsciously impose their own
cultural frameworks on diverse clients. In the psychedelic context, practitioners might similarly
project their expectations onto patients whose experiences differ significantly from their own.

A Novel Approach to Facilitator Training

The research team introduces a structured self-literacy reflection exercise designed to help
psychedelic facilitators develop awareness of their motivations and what they may be likely to
overlook, as a result of personal experience. The exercise guides practitioners through
exploration of four key areas: personal experiences, motivations to facilitate, identifying gaps in
awareness, and addressing areas for growth.

"We found that training models from the Association for Clinical Pastoral Education (ACPE),
which emphasize self-literacy and reflective learning, offer valuable frameworks for psychedelic
facilitator training across disciplines," notes Dr. Peacock, who is a trained psychedelic-assisted
therapy facilitator and Director of Care Transformation for Emory Spiritual Health. "These
approaches help practitioners balance the value of personal experience with the need for clinical
objectivity."

The reflective exercise poses questions like: "What experiences with psychedelics am | bringing
into training?" and "What might | be likely to miss, given my experiences and motivations?" Such
questions aim to enhance facilitator effectiveness by increasing awareness of potential biases.

Implications for an Emerging Field

As legal frameworks for supervised psychedelic use expand in states like Oregon and Colorado,
and with FDA approval of certain psychedelic compounds potentially on the horizon, optimizing
facilitator training has become increasingly urgent. The study suggests that acknowledging
personal psychedelic experiences as motivational factors - rather than debating whether such
experiences should be prerequisites for practice - may be a more productive approach to
training.

Dr. Roman Palitsky, assistant professor of Psychiatry at Emory and co-author of the study,
explains: “It is unclear whether having firsthand experience with psychedelics makes someone a
better facilitator. Our findings suggest that, even if prior psychedelic use by facilitators is linked
to better patient outcomes, that connection could be explained by heightened motivation and
not special insights or skills that come from personal psychedelic use. That's why we recommend
that training programs help future facilitators understand their motivations. It is a very
important part of preparation for providing this type of care.”

This research arrives at a critical juncture for psychedelic medicine. With mounting evidence
supporting PAT's effectiveness for various mental health conditions, attention has shifted to
understanding how facilitator attributes influence therapeutic outcomes. What qualities make an



effective PAT facilitator? How can training programs best prepare practitioners for this unique
therapeutic modality?

Dr. Roman Palitsky adds, "PAT involves intense phenomenological experiences that can last
many hours and sometimes lead to changes in patients' worldviews. Understanding facilitator
motivations helps us develop training that prepares practitioners for these unique qualities."

Sustainability in a Challenging Field

The study also identifies factors that sustain practitioners' ongoing commitment to psychedelic
care. Many reported finding fulfillment in witnessing healing in others, experiencing mutuality
with clients, and appreciating patterns commonly associated with psychedelic experiences, such
as interconnectedness.

One participant described this sustaining factor: "Seeing the similar experiences of participants
in studies... creating new stories but also coming into a sense of being part of something larger...
that to me is spiritual however anyone defines their spiritual journey."

Understanding these motivating factors not only informs training but may also help address
sustainability in a field that can be emotionally demanding. How might ongoing education
incorporate reflective practices that sustain practitioners' resilience and effectiveness?

This research represents a pivotal step toward developing evidence-based training protocols for
psychedelic facilitators. By examining the personal and professional factors that draw spiritual
health professionals to this work, it offers insights relevant to practitioners from all disciplines
engaged in psychedelic care.

Says Dr. Kaplan, “Psychedelic facilitation is drawing care professionals from many fields, such as
clinical psychology, psychiatry, counseling, and social work. Reflective practice is a core part of
training in some professions, but not all. This study highlights just how valuable spiritual health
professionals are on psychedelic care teams. It also challenges us to think about how chaplaincy
training practices, like reflective learning, could benefit all psychedelic facilitators, no matter their
original professional background."

The findings suggest that training programs should acknowledge the role of personal
experiences while emphasizing self-awareness and ethical practice. Could such approaches be
integrated into certification programs across disciplines? How might interdisciplinary teams
leverage the unique strengths of chaplains and other healthcare providers in psychedelic care?

As psychedelic medicine continues to evolve, understanding the human factors that shape care
delivery will remain crucial. This study provides a foundation for future research examining how

facilitator attributes influence therapeutic relationships and outcomes in PAT.

The article in Psychedelics titled "What motivates spiritual health practitioners in psychedelic-



assisted therapy? A qualitative study and implications for facilitator training practices," is freely
available available via Open Access on 29 April 2025 in Psychedelics at the following hyperlink:

https://doi.org/10.61373/pp025r.0008.

"About Psychedelics: Psychedelics: The Journal of Psychedelic and Psychoactive Drug Research
(ISSN: 2997-2671, online and 2997-268X, print) is a high-quality medical research journal
published by Genomic Press, New York. Psychedelics is dedicated to advancing knowledge across
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