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The United States currently has the largest prison population in 
the world as well as the highest per capita prison rate (Walmsley, 
2018). Recidivism for the imprisoned is the rule, rather than the 
exception, as 77% of individuals are re-arrested within 5 years 
following their release (Alper et al., 2018; Yukhnenko et al., 
2020) and many interventions meant to curb criminality have 
limited effectiveness (Harrison et al., 2020; Kettrey and Lipsey, 
2018). Accordingly, the public health and economic costs of 
incarceration are immense. Incarceration costs the United States 
$80 billion in direct expenditures per year (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (BJS), 2012) and some estimate the true cost to be as 
high as $1.2 trillion dollars (McLaughlin et al., 2016) once social 
costs such as the criminogenic nature of prison, lost wages for the 
incarcerated, and increased morbidity and mortality related to 
incarceration are accounted for (Binswanger et al., 2007; 
Spaulding et al., 2011; Weidner and Schultz, 2019). Alongside 
the need for structural changes to the criminal justice system, 
there is a clear and pressing need to identify factors associated 
with reduced criminal behavior.

Studies examining psychedelics have linked these compounds 
to reduced criminality. Psychedelic compounds are known to 
elicit perceptual shifts and mystical experiences that have pro-
found and lasting personal and spiritual significance (Griffiths 
et al., 2006); additionally, recent trials indicate that psychedelic 
compounds like psilocybin (the active compound in “magic 
mushrooms”) may alleviate a host of mental health conditions, 

including depression (Carhart-Harris et al., 2021; Davis et al., 
2021) and anxiety (Grob et al., 2011). Four recent naturalistic 
studies have also tied the use of psychedelics to reduced odds of 
criminality. First, Hendricks et al. (2014) reported that hallucino-
gen use was associated with lowered odds of noncompliance of 
legal requirements (e.g. drug and alcohol abstinence) within a 
sample of 25,000 individuals under the supervision of commu-
nity correction. Second, Walsh et al. (2016) found that hallucino-
gen use was associated with significantly reduced odds of 
intimate partner violence among 302 inmates. Third, Thiessen 
et al. (2018) conducted a survey of 1266 males and found LSD 
and psilocybin use to be associated with decreased odds of inti-
mate partner violence as well as increased emotion regulation. 
Finally, Hendricks et al. (2018) analyzed data across 13 years of 
survey data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health 
(NSDUH, 2002–2014) (N = ~480,000) and found that use of clas-
sic psychedelics (naturally occurring or derived hallucinogenic 
compounds) was associated with lowered odds of arrest for mul-
tiple forms of crime. Thus, there is a need to both replicate and 
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extend findings surrounding the use of psychedelics for various 
crime-related outcomes.

The goal of this study was to test whether the use of classic 
psychedelic compounds is associated with lowered odds of crime 
arrests within the last 5 years of data from The National Survey on 
Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) (2015–2019). This article seeks to 
both replicate and extend findings from Hendricks et al. (2018) by 
testing both overlapping (larceny, motor vehicle theft, robbery, 
burglary, simple assault/battery, serious violent offense, drug sale/
possession) and novel (public drunkenness, driving under the 
influence (DUI), fraud, and miscellaneous crimes) criminal arrest 
outcomes, allowing for greater insight into the generality of previ-
ous findings on classic psychedelics and crime. Furthermore, we 
hypothesized psilocybin to be the psychedelic substance that was 
most strongly related to reduced odds of criminal outcomes. 
Previous population-based research suggests that psilocybin may 
underlie previously observed associations between psychedelic 
use and lowered odds of adverse outcomes (Hendricks et al., 2015; 
Jones and Nock, 2021). Thus, in contrast to previous research that 
only has examined the association between classic psychedelics 
(as a group) and crime arrests, we also sought to test the associa-
tions between individual classic psychedelic compounds (psilocy-
bin, LSD, peyote, mescaline) and crime arrest outcomes. This 
finer-grained analysis may provide greater insight into the nature 
of the previously reported associations between psychedelics and 
crime arrests.

Methods

Sample

Data were from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health 
(NSDUH), a yearly survey that seeks to collect the most up-to-date 
information on drug use and mental health outcomes in the United 
States. To ensure that the survey is representative of the US popula-
tion, the NSDUH uses a weighted, complex survey design and 
employs a computer-assisted self-interviewing paradigm to gather 
survey responses from respondents aged 12 and older in all 50 
states and the District of Columbia. NSDUH representatives admin-
ister the survey to participants within their homes, and participants 
are paid $30 for their participation. Individuals experiencing home-
lessness, active duty members, and currently incarcerated individu-
als are not included in the NSDUH survey.

Within our study, we analyzed the last 5 years of available 
NSDUH Data for U.S. adult participants aged 18 and older (US 
Department of Health and Human Services, 2015, 2016, 2017, 
2018, 2019). The overall weighted response rates to the NSDUH 
survey for these years was between ~45% and 55%; additionally, 
response rates for the NSDUH are higher among females, Black 
participants, southerners, and individuals residing in non-metro-
politan areas. The validity of NSDUH self-report measures has 
been tested and demonstrated in ancillary analyses (L. D. Harrison 
et al., 2007). All NSDUH data are publicly available: https://
www.datafiles.samhsa.gov. The total sample size for the current 
study was 211,549.

Measures

Lifetime use (yes/no) of individual classic psychedelic substances 
(psilocybin, LSD, peyote, and mescaline), other illicit substances 

(MDMA/ecstasy, cocaine, heroin, phencyclidine (PCP), inhal-
ants), and legal/medicinal substances of misuse (pain relievers, 
tranquilizers, stimulants, sedatives, and marijuana (legality varies 
by state)) formed the primary independent variables within our 
study. The primary dependent variables were past year arrest (yes/
no) outcomes related to four different types of crime included 
within the NSDUH dataset: property crimes, violent crimes, alco-
hol and substance related crimes, and miscellaneous crimes.

In line with previous population-based research on this topic 
(Hendricks et al., 2018, 2015; Jones and Nock, 2021; Pisano et al., 
2017), we report on (and statistically control for, as noted below) 
the following covariates within our analyses: sex (male or female), 
age (18–25, 26–34, 35–49, 50–64, or 65 or older), race (Non-
Hispanic White, Non-Hispanic Black, Non-Hispanic Native 
American/Alaska Native, Non-Hispanic Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander, Non-Hispanic Asian, Non-Hispanic more than one race, or 
Hispanic), educational attainment (5th grade or less, 6th grade, 7th 
grade, 8th grade, 9th grade, 10th grade, 11th grade, 11th or 12th 
grade, High School Diploma, Some College (No Degree), 
Associate’s Degree, College Degree or Higher), self-reported 
engagement in risky behavior (never, seldom, sometimes, or 
always), annual household income (less than $20,000, $20,000–
$49,999, $50,000–$74,999, or $75,000 or more), and marital status 
(married, divorced/separated, widowed, or never married). 
Demographic characteristics are listed in Table 1.

Data analyses

We estimated a series of 11 multivariable logistic regression models 
to test the unique associations between the aforementioned sub-
stances (entered simultaneously) and the 11 past year arrest variables 
(yes/no) as our outcomes: larceny, motor vehicle theft, robbery 
(theft + use of force/intimidation), burglary (illegal entry + intent to 
harm or steal), fraud/possession of stolen goods/vandalism, simple 
assault/battery, serious violent offense (e.g. aggravated assault, rape, 
homicide), drug sale/possession, public drunkenness, DUI, miscel-
laneous crimes (for any arrests that did not fall neatly within the cat-
egories provided by NSDUH). All aforementioned covariates were 
entered simultaneously into our models as well. Within our study, 
public drunkenness, DUI, fraud, and miscellaneous crimes were the 
four additional variables that extended the reach of the current study 
beyond that of Hendricks et al. (2018). We excluded any variables 
that consistently had fewer than 30 cases in a given year to ensure 
our models were well powered. In addition, ~1.6% of total responses 
were omitted from our analyses due to missing data. To incorporate 
the weighting and the survey design of the NSDUH into our models, 
we used the “Survey” package (Lumley, 2020) in R version 3.5.3.

Results

Prevalence

The total unweighted Ns for past year arrest for each crime were 
as follows: larceny (671), motor vehicle theft (214), robbery 
(133), burglary (226), fraud (278), simple assault/battery (942), 
serious violence (467), drug possession/sale (1030), public intox-
ication (793), DUI (1171), and miscellaneous crimes (2278). The 
total unweighted Ns for lifetime use of each substance included 
in our analyses were: MDMA/ecstasy (21,195), psilocybin 
(22,276), LSD (22,552), peyote (3766), mescaline (4595), 

https://www.datafiles.samhsa.gov
https://www.datafiles.samhsa.gov
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cocaine (32,783), heroin (4790), PCP (3935), inhalants (21,856),  
prescription pain relievers (132,643), tranquilizers (48,572), 
stimulants (32,033), sedatives (27,218), and marijuana (110,175).

Associations between substance use and 
crime arrests

Tables 2–5 detail the results of the 11 logistic regression models 
predicting arrest for past year property crimes (larceny, motor 

vehicle theft, burglary, robbery, fraud), violent crimes (simple 
assault/battery, serious violence), alcohol and substance crimes 
(drug possession/sale, public drunkenness, DUI), and miscella-
neous crimes. Bolded values indicate that a given substance is 
associated with lowered odds of a given outcome.

Psilocybin use was associated with lowered odds of three of 
five property crimes (larceny, robbery, and burglary), both vio-
lent crimes (simple assault/battery, serious violence), one of three 
alcohol and substance related crimes (DUI), and miscellaneous 

Table 1. Demographics for lifetime psilocybin users versus non-users (2015–2019).

Non-lifetime psilocybin 
users (weighted %)

Lifetime psilocybin 
users (weighted %)

p value

Age, years <0.001
 18–25 14 12.6  
 26–34 15.3 22  
 35–49 24.1 29.8  
 50–64 24.9 29.2  
65 and older 21.6 6.5  
Sex <0.001
 Male 46.4 66  
 Female 53.6 34  
Race <0.001
 Non-Hispanic White 61.8 83.3  
 Non-Hispanic Black 12.9 2.2  
 Non-Hispanic Native American/Alaska Native 0.5 0.6  
 Non-Hispanic Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0.4 0.2  
 Non-Hispanic Asian 6 1.9  
 Non-Hispanic more than one race 1.6 2.7  
 Hispanic 16.8 9  
Annual household income ($) <0.001
 Less than 20,000 16.5 14.7  
 20,000–49,999 29.7 27  
 50,000–74,999 16 16.1  
 75,000 or more 37.8 42.2  
Education <0.001
 5th grade or less 1.3 0.2  
 6th grade 1.2 0.1  
 7th grade 0.5 0.1  
 8th grade 1.2 0.6  
 9th grade 1.9 0.9  
 10th grade 2.2 1.6  
 11th or 12th grade 5.2 3.7  
 High school diploma/GED 25.2 21.1  
 Some college (no degree) 21 26.6  
 Associate’s degree 9.2 10.2  
 College degree or higher 31.3 34.9  
Marital status <0.001
 Married 52.7 42.8  
 Widowed 6.3 2.3  
 Divorced or separated 13.5 17.4  
 Never been married 27.6 37.5  
Self-reported engagement in risky behavior <0.001
 Never 58.1 26.5  
 Seldom 30.4 44.9  
 Sometimes 9.8 25.2  
 Always 1.1 3.3  
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crimes. Psilocybin was unassociated with motor vehicle theft, 
fraud, drug possession/sale, or public drunkenness. Peyote con-
ferred lowered odds of motor vehicle theft and DUI, while mes-
caline conferred lowered odds of drug possession/sale. LSD 
shared no relationships to our outcomes of interest.

No other substances were associated with a pattern of 
decreased odds of crime outcomes. Inhalants were, in one 
instance, associated with decreased odds of past year arrest (drug 
possession/sale). Besides this singular association, both illegal 
and legal/medicinal substances either shared no relationship to 
the past year arrest variables or increased odds of these outcomes. 

Notably, heroin was associated with increased odds of nearly all 
of our outcomes, and in some cases (e.g. burglary, robbery, lar-
ceny) conferred very large increases (5–6 times) in odds. Cocaine 
and marijuana use also were associated with substantial increases 
in odds (2–3 times) of several outcomes.

Discussion
The objective of this study was to test whether individual classic 
psychedelic compounds (psilocybin, LSD, mescaline, peyote) 
are associated with lowered odds of criminal outcomes. This 
study sought to not only replicate findings from Hendricks et al. 
(2018), but also expand upon them by providing insight into how 
individual classic psychedelics conferred lowered odds of spe-
cific criminal outcomes.

Results showed that individuals with a lifetime history of 
psilocybin use reported significantly lowered odds of seven of 
the 11 crime arrest outcomes (larceny, burglary, robbery, sim-
ple assault/battery, serious violence, DUI, and miscellaneous 
crimes). These findings add to the growing literature suggest-
ing salutary outcomes associated with psilocybin use. The 
granular approach of this study (examining each type of psy-
chedelic separately) yielded particularly strong associations 
that exceeded those of previous work. Hendricks et al. (2018) 
found that classic psychedelics decreased odds of criminal out-
comes by 12–27%, whereas this study found that psilocybin in 
particular decreased odds of crime arrests by 27–70%, while 
other psychedelics examined in the NSDUH study showed 
weaker associations with crime arrests. For instance, LSD, 
which was the most commonly used classic psychedelic sub-
stance (11% prevalence), shared no relationships to any of our 
outcomes. Looking at classic psychedelics in aggregate may 
have weakened or eliminated the observed associations. Future 
population-based studies should make sure to study the effects 
that individual classic psychedelics share with criminal out-
comes of interest.

Table 2. Results of multivariable logistic regressions predicting past year property crime arrests.

Lifetime use Larceny MV theft Burglary Robbery Fraud

aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI)

Psilocybin 0.67* (0.49, 0.93) 1.0 (0.53, 1.93) 0.39** (0.22, 0.67) 0.30** (0.15, 0.61) 1.1 (0.62, 1.88)
LSD 0.78 (0.55, 1.10) 0.61 (0.31, 1.21) 0.88 (0.48, 1.62) 0.60 (0.34, 1.06) 0.77 (0.43, 1.38)
Peyote 0.74 (0.37, 1.50) 0.30* (0.10, 0.90) 1.2 (0.30, 4.92) 1.2 (0.21, 6.55) 1.3 (0.68, 2.35)
Mescaline 1.0 (0.58, 1.84) 1.2 (0.40, 3.42) 0.62 (0.22, 1.79) 1.2 (0.27, 5.75) 0.44 (0.20, 0.99)
MDMA/Ecstasy 1.2 (0.88, 1.60) 1.2 (0.59, 2.37) 2.2* (1.13, 4.18) 1.2 (0.55, 2.41) 1.4 (0.94, 2.15)
Cocaine 2.1*** (1.41, 3.09) 1.1 (0.64, 1.94) 1.0 (0.50, 2.02) 2.2 (0.88, 5.78) 3.0*** (1.72, 5.22)
Heroin 5.5*** (3.97, 7.64) 4.0*** (2.32, 7.04) 6.7*** (3.31, 13.7) 5.1** (1.92, 13.5) 2.3*** (1.47, 3.59)
PCP 1.2 (0.79, 1.83) 0.78 (0.35, 1.77) 1.4 (0.59, 3.30) 0.90 (0.35, 2.32) 1.8* (1.04, 3.27)
Inhalants 1.1 (0.83, 1.50) 1.2 (0.61, 2.55) 1.3 (0.62, 2.70) 1.3 (0.65, 2.60) 1.1 (0.67, 1.75)
Pain relievers 1.6** (1.20, 2.04) 0.88 (0.47, 1.65) 1.2 (0.85, 1.73) 1.2 (0.69, 1.93) 1.1 (0.73, 1.54)
Tranquilizers 1.3* (1.05, 1.71) 1.0 (0.66, 1.62) 1.6* (1.07, 2.48) 1.3 (0.70, 2.43) 1.2 (0.84, 1.68)
Stimulants 1.0 (0.73, 1.28) 1.5 (0.88, 2.40) 1.4 (0.78, 2.46) 1.5 (0.51, 4.35) 0.81 (0.54, 1.21)
Sedatives 1.2 (0.88, 1.58) 1.4 (0.79, 2.38) 0.60 (0.34, 1.05) 0.53 (0.22, 1.29) 1.2 (0.67, 2.03)
Marijuana 2.6*** (1.97, 3.47) 2.1 (1.02, 4.24) 1.3 (0.78, 2.21) 2.1* (1.04, 4.38) 3.5*** (2.08, 5.84)

MV = motor vehicle; aOR = adjusted odds ratio; CI = confidence interval; PCP =phencyclidine.
*p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 3. Results of multivariable logistic regressions predicting past 
year violent crime arrests (simple assault/battery, serious violent 
crimes).

Lifetime use Assault Serious violence

aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI)

Psilocybin 0.71* (0.54, 0.94) 0.41*** (0.29, 0.60)
LSD 1.0 (0.75, 1.32) 0.73 (0.45, 1.20)
Peyote 1.2 (0.69, 2.08) 1.4 (0.58, 3.53)
Mescaline 1.0 (0.66, 1.56) 0.73 (0.28, 1.89)
MDMA/Ecstasy 1.6** (1.17, 2.10) 1.6* (1.08, 2.37)
Cocaine 2.0*** (1.53, 2.71) 2.1** (1.34, 3.37)
Heroin 2.3*** (1.58, 3.26) 1.9* (1.14, 3.10)
PCP 1.2 (0.77, 1.75) 1.9* (1.08, 3.41)
Inhalants 0.92 (0.67, 1.26) 1.1 (0.67, 1.66)
Pain relievers 1.2 (0.98, 1.54) 1.1 (0.79, 1.50)
Tranquilizers 1.2 (0.94, 1.44) 1.4 (0.93, 1.99)
Stimulants 0.84 (0.66, 1.06) 0.85 (0.54, 1.34)
Sedatives 1.3* (1.07, 1.69) 1.1 (0.78, 1.55)
Marijuana 2.2*** (1.56, 3.02) 2.2*** (1.60, 2.89)

aOR = adjusted odds ratio; CI = confidence interval; PCP = phencyclidine.
*p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.



70 Journal of Psychopharmacology 36(1)

The granular approach of this study also allowed us to observe 
the relationships that peyote shares with motor vehicle theft 
(aOR = 0.30) and DUI (aOR = 0.52), as well as the relationship 
that mescaline shares with drug sale/possession (aOR = 0.51). 
Although each of these substances was associated with only one 
or two of our 11 crime arrests outcomes, these findings represent 
some of the first that specifically link peyote and mescaline to 
reduced odds of criminal outcomes. Research on peyote and mes-
caline has been extremely limited, even when considering their 
Schedule 1 designations. Peyote is a small cactus that contains 
psychoactive properties and mescaline is the primary active 

compound found within peyote; both peyote and the derivative 
isolate mescaline are primarily used by indigenous North 
Americans. There are only few historical studies (Albaugh and 
Anderson, 1974; Bergman, 1971; Blum et al., 1977) and modern 
studies (Halpern et al., 2005; Prince et al., 2019) exploring peyote 
and mescaline use and psychological outcomes within Native 
American populations and even fewer that that explore the poten-
tially salutary effects of these specific compounds in the popula-
tion more broadly (Agin-Liebes et al., 2021; Uthaug et al., 2021). 
Future research that explores whether peyote and mescaline con-
fer lowered odds of other adverse outcomes would fill critical 
gaps in our knowledge about these compounds.

It is important to note that the correlational nature of this study 
precludes us from making any causal claims about the potential of 
psilocybin, mescaline, or peyote for reducing criminal behavior. 
As has been named in numerous population-based studies, there 
are likely third variable factors (e.g. personality factors, liberal 
political leanings) that strongly contributed to the findings within 
our study related to crime arrests (Hendricks et al., 2018; Jones and 
Nock, 2021; Lerner and Lyvers, 2006; Lyvers and Meester, 2012; 
Móró et al., 2011; Nour et al., 2017). Furthermore, “crime” is a 
social construct dictated by cultural norms and government poli-
cies; thus, third variable factors related to the law and the criminal 
justice system inherently shape our results as well.

In addition, as has been stated within Jones and Nock (2021),  
these data preclude us from controlling for temporality, as psilo-
cybin, peyote, or mescaline use may have taken place subsequent 
to arrest within our sample. Therefore, reverse causal explana-
tions of our findings are also possible: crime arrests may instead 
drive patterns of psychedelic use within our study. On balance, 
given that our outcomes are assessed over the past year and sub-
stance use is assessed over an entire lifetime, it is unlikely that 
the observed findings are the result of crime arrests temporally 
predicting substance use in this case.

Furthermore, there are important limitations in our study 
related to the NSDUH sample as well. As previously stated, the 

Table 4. Results of multivariable logistic regressions predicting past year alcohol and substance use crime arrests (drug possession/sale, public 
intoxication, DUI).

Lifetime use Drug possession/sale Drunkenness DUI

aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI)

Psilocybin 0.85 (0.65, 1.11) 0.75 (0.51, 1.11) 0.73* (0.55, 0.98)
LSD 1.0 (0.73, 1.29) 1.1 (0.72, 1.66) 1.0 (0.77, 1.33)
Peyote 1.0 (0.58, 1.55) 0.95 (0.50, 1.79) 0.52* (0.30, 0.89)
Mescaline 0.51* (0.31, 0.84) 1.6 (0.84, 2.98) 1.3 (0.71, 2.30)
MDMA/Ecstasy 2.1*** (1.71, 2.67) 1.2 (0.83, 1.64) 1.5** (1.17, 1.82)
Cocaine 1.6** (1.22, 1.99) 2.3*** (1.69, 3.08) 2.3*** (1.87, 2.94)
Heroin 3.9*** (3.00, 5.15) 1.2 (0.82, 1.64) 1.3* (1.04, 1.67)
PCP 1.2 (0.86, 1.70) 1.6 (0.89, 2.80) 1.4* (1.04, 1.97)
Inhalants 0.75* (0.61, 0.93) 1.1 (0.77, 1.53) 0.93 (0.74, 1.17)
Pain relievers 0.90 (0.70, 1.16) 1.2 (0.89, 1.49) 1.1 (0.92, 1.36)
Tranquilizers 1.8*** (1.44, 2.13) 1.3 (0.98, 1.61) 1.1 (0.94, 1.38)
Stimulants 1.2 (0.99, 1.52) 1.5* (1.10, 1.98) 1.3 (1.01, 1.61)
Sedatives 0.82 (0.65, 1.04) 0.91 (0.67, 1.24) 1.0 (0.78, 1.28)
Marijuana 6.0*** (3.90, 9.12) 2.1*** (1.55, 2.96) 2.5*** (1.97, 3.11)

DUI = driving under the influence; aOR = adjusted odds ratio; CI = confidence interval; PCP = phencyclidine.
*p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 5. Results of multivariable logistic regression predicting 
miscellaneous crimes.

Miscellaneous crimes

Lifetime use aOR (95% CI)

Psilocybin 0.73*** (0.62, 0.86)
LSD 0.93 (0.74, 1.18)
Peyote 0.88 (0.52, 1.50)
Mescaline 1.2 (0.89, 1.62)
MDMA/Ecstasy 1.3* (1.07, 1.57)
Cocaine 1.6*** (1.35, 1.91)
Heroin 2.7*** (2.19, 3.44)
PCP 1.0 (0.72, 1.43)
Inhalants 0.88 (0.72, 1.07)
Pain relievers 1.0 (0.82, 1.12)
Tranquilizers 1.2* (1.06, 1.40)
Stimulants 1.1 (0.89, 1.25)
Sedatives 1.2 (0.98, 1.44)
Marijuana 2.4*** (2.02, 2.74)

aOR = adjusted odds ratio; CI = confidence interval; PCP = phencyclidine.
*p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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NSDUH does not included incarcerated individuals or individu-
als experiencing homelessness in the survey; these two popula-
tions are important to investigate to fully understand the 
relationship between psychedelic use and criminal behavior. 
Future research should ensure the inclusion of these populations 
to maximize the fidelity of the results.

Given the limitations named above, a natural next step is to 
more directly test whether psilocybin, and potentially peyote and 
mescaline, reduce the odds of criminal arrests. Future research 
should also explore the third variable factors (e.g. personality 
traits, political leanings) that may underlie our observed associa-
tions, as they too may allow us to better understand risk factors 
and protective factors for criminal behavior.

An important point raised within Hendricks et al. (2018) that 
we wish to reiterate is that great care should be taken when con-
sidering testing these compounds within incarcerated or vulner-
able populations. These risks are further amplified by the fact that 
incarcerated populations are largely Hispanic and Black, as 
minority populations have historically been subject to mistreat-
ment and abuse within medical research (Brandt, 1978). Coercive 
experimentation on the incarcerated can have can have deleteri-
ous effects (Brecht et al., 2005), and there is a history of state 
agencies inappropriately and coercively testing psychedelic com-
pounds to manipulate behavior (Passie and Benzenhöfer, 2018; 
Savage, 1952). Therefore, rigorous ethical frameworks are essen-
tial when seeking to further explore the link between psyche-
delics and crime.

Prior to investigations involving individuals within the crimi-
nal justice system, research can explore the effects of psilocybin 
on the antecedents of criminal behavior. Psilocybin and poten-
tially other classic psychedelic substances may affect some of the 
mental health conditions that often underlie criminal behavior. 
Despite the Schedule 1 designation of all classic psychedelic com-
pounds (no accepted medical value and a high risk for abuse), 
recent studies have demonstrated preliminary associations 
between these compounds and the alleviation of a host of mental 
health disorders. Clinical trials and epidemiological research have 
linked hallucinogenic compounds to the alleviation of mood dis-
orders (Davis et al., 2021; Griffiths et al., 2016), alcohol and sub-
stance use disorders (Bogenschutz and Johnson, 2016; Johnson 
et al., 2014; Pisano et al., 2017), anxiety disorders (Danforth et al., 
2018; Dos Santos et al., 2016; Gasser et al., 2014; Griffiths et al., 
2016), and trauma-related disorders (Mithoefer et al., 2016, 2011, 
2013, 2019; Ot’alora et al., 2018). In addition, given that psyche-
delic and hallucinogenic substances have been found to create 
lasting changes in personality structure (MacLean et al., 2011), 
these substances may support individuals with personality pathol-
ogies as well (Domínguez-Clavé et al., 2016).

Many of the mental health disorders that psychedelics may 
alleviate are found in high rates in criminal offenders. Upward of 
~10% of prisoners have mood disorders, ~40–60% have person-
ality disorders (including ~20–50% who have antisocial person-
ality disorder), ~30% have alcohol use disorder, and ~50–60% of 
prisoners have substance use disorders (Fazel and Baillargeon, 
2011; Fazel et al., 2006). In addition, the prison population has 
trauma exposure and posttraumatic stress disorder rates that are 
roughly 10 times the average population (Fazel and Baillargeon, 
2011) and trauma exposure has been linked to antisocial and 
criminal behavior (Krischer and Sevecke, 2008). The research on 
psychedelic compounds is in its early stages and thus much 

remains to be discovered about whether these substances allevi-
ate conditions that confer risk for criminal behavior. Future 
investigations can shed more light on the relationship that psy-
chedelic compounds share with crime.

In addition, future investigations exploring how structural/
legal factors impact the relationship between psychedelic com-
pounds and crime will also be critical. The 500% increase in 
incarceration rates in the United States that has occurred in the 
past 40 years is largely attributed to shifts in drug policies, rather 
than increases in criminal behavior (The Sentencing Project, 
2020). As previously stated, existing laws necessarily dictate 
how actions and behaviors are criminalized and thus how psych-
edelics impact criminal behavior. Future investigations into the 
impact of legislation on classic psychedelics and crime would 
further enhance our understanding of the associations reported in 
this study.

Finally, it feels important to note that these findings add yet 
more evidence suggesting that the Schedule 1 designation (no 
medical value and a high potential for abuse) of psilocybin and 
other hallucinogenic compounds should be reviewed and poten-
tially updated to facilitate further investigation into these com-
pounds. The decisive results yielded by this study, linking 
psilocybin to reduced arrest rates, starkly challenge traditional 
narratives that suggest all illegal compounds necessarily confer 
greater odds of adverse, antisocial outcomes. The next directions 
invited by this research are virtually impossible given the legal 
status of these substances. Hopefully, updated legislation can 
allow us to develop deeper insight into how exactly psilocybin, 
mescaline, and peyote are associated with reduced criminal 
behavior.

Conclusion
This study revealed an association between classic psyche-
delics—primarily psilocybin and to a lesser extent peyote and 
mescaline—and reduced odds of criminal arrests. Future experi-
mental research is needed to test whether there is a causal link 
between these compounds and reduced criminal behavior. Given 
the ethical issues that are inherent to testing these substances 
within incarcerated populations, investigations that explore the 
impact of classic psychedelics on risk factors for crime and lon-
gitudinal studies featuring criminal outcomes may represent pro-
pitious next steps for this line of research. Overall, psilocybin and 
potentially peyote and mescaline are compounds that warrant 
further investigation due to their link with lowered odds of crimi-
nal outcomes.
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