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Psychedelic and related 
medicines at the end of life

David B Menkes

The Assisted Dying Service1 reflects the 
implementation last month of the End 
of Life Choice Act (EoLCA) 2019 and 

marks a turning point for medical practice 
in New Zealand. While we as a profession 
grapple with the implications of the new 
law,2 it is timely to consider the range of 
options that may assist dying patients and 
their families.

Although unregistered and currently 
illegal in this country, the classical psyche-
delic psilocybin has shown encouraging 
results in two randomised crossover trials of 
patients with terminal cancer and associated 
anxiety and depression.3,4 In contrast to 
conventional palliative pharmacotherapies, 
the clinical effects of psilocybin, including 
long-lasting symptomatic and quality-of-life 
improvements, are often apparent after a 
single supervised psychedelic experience. 
If validated in larger studies, these findings 
would suggest psychedelics will be an 
important addition to current therapeutic 
options at the end of life.

Compared to the serotonergic 
psychedelics psilocybin and LSD, meth-
ylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA, 
“ecstasy”) is another unregistered illicit 
drug with somewhat different pharma-
cology and subjective effects and notably 

less hallucinatory. MDMA has been termed 
an “entactogen” because of its powerful 
tendency to suppress fear responses 
and promote feelings of openness and 
connection. Recent controlled trial data 
indicate the long-lasting efficacy of 
MDMA-assisted psychotherapy in relieving 
the symptoms of treatment-resistant 
post-traumatic stress disorder;5 US Food 
and Drug Administration approval for 
this indication is currently being sought. 
Closer to home, a randomised controlled 
trial of MDMA for anxiety and depression 
in terminal illness, hosted by the univer-
sities of Auckland and Otago, is due to 
start in early 2022. A small, US-based pilot 
study has indicated the likely benefit of 
MDMA-assisted psychotherapy for this 
indication.6

Patients with terminal illness often 
encounter a variety of psychological and 
physical challenges, and these are generally 
well managed in palliative care. None-
theless, concerns about the efficacy and 
tolerability of conventional palliative treat-
ments have led patients and their families to 
seek additional options, including medically 
assisted dying. The future availability of 
psychedelic and related medicines may offer 
valuable alternatives to patients who might 
otherwise opt to pursue the EoLCA.



133

LetteR

NZMJ 17 December 2021, Vol 134 No 1547
ISSN 1175-8716   © NZMA
www.nzma.org.nz/journal

Competing interests:
Nil.

Acknowledgements: 
I thank Will Evans, Lisa Reynolds and Paul Glue for discussions.

Author information:
David B Menkes: MD PhD FRANZCP, Associate Professor of Psychiatry, Waikato Clinical 

Campus, University of Auckland, Private Bag 3200, Hamilton 3240, New Zealand.
Corresponding author:

David B Menkes, MD PhD FRANZCP, Associate Professor of Psychiatry, Waikato Clinical 
Campus, University of Auckland, Private Bag 3200, Hamilton 3240, New Zealand;  

@davidmenkes (Twitter); +64 7 8398750 
david.menkes@auckland.ac.nz

URL:
www.nzma.org.nz/journal-articles/psychedelic-and-related-medicines-at-the-end-of-life

REFERENCES
1. Assisted Dying Service 

[Internet]. 2021 [cited 2021 
Dec 3]. Available from: 
https://www.health.govt.
nz/our-work/life-stages/
assisted-dying-service

2. Tsai BC, Menkes DB. New 
Zealand doctors and 
euthanasia-legal and 
practical considerations 
of the End of Life Choice 
Act. New Zealand 
Medical Journal. 
2020;133(1522):149-
60 [published Online 
First: 2020/10/01]

3. Griffiths RR, Johnson 
MW, Carducci MA, et 
al. Psilocybin produces 
substantial and sustained 

decreases in depression 
and anxiety in patients 
with life-threatening 
cancer: A randomized 
double-blind trial. Journal 
of Psychopharmacology. 
2016;30(12):1181-97. doi: 
10.1177/0269881116675513

4. Ross S, Bossis A, Guss J, et 
al. Rapid and sustained 
symptom reduction 
following psilocybin 
treatment for anxiety and 
depression in patients 
with life-threatening 
cancer: a randomized 
controlled trial. Journal 
of Psychopharmacology. 
2016;30(12):1165-80. doi: 
10.1177/0269881116675512

5. Mitchell JM, Bogenschutz 
M, Lilienstein A, et al. 
MDMA-assisted therapy 
for severe PTSD: a 
randomized, double-blind, 
placebo-controlled phase 
3 study. Nature Medicine. 
2021;27(6):1025-33. doi: 
10.1038/s41591-021-01336-3

6. Wolfson PE, Andries J, 
Feduccia AA, et al. MDMA-
assisted psychotherapy 
for treatment of anxiety 
and other psychological 
distress related to life-
threatening illnesses: 
a randomized pilot 
study. Scientific Reports. 
2020;10(1):20442. doi: 
10.1038/s41598-020-75706-1


