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ABSTRACT

Background: Psychedelic substances have received increasing scientific attention because of their potential therapeutic applications in mental
health. However, knowledge and attitudes toward these substances among future healthcare professionals remain insufficiently explored in
Saudi Arabia.

Objective: This study assessed knowledge, attitudes, risk perceptions, and openness toward psychedelics among medical and psychology
students in Saudi Arabia.

Methods: A comparative cross-sectional study was conducted from September to December 2024 among 374 medical and psychology students
from three academic institutions in Jeddah. Data were collected using a bilingual, self-administered online questionnaire assessing demographics,
psychedelic knowledge, attitudes toward legal and therapeutic use, perceived effects and risks, and openness. Data were analyzed using IBM
SPSS Statistics version 27.04, with Chi-square tests used to examine associations.

Results: Participants demonstrated moderate overall knowledge of psychedelics and relatively high risk perception. Most students supported
further research into therapeutic applications and favored medically supervised use, whereas recreational legalization received substantially
less support. Psychology students demonstrated significantly higher knowledge and openness scores than medical students, while medical
students showed greater risk perception. Academic discipline was significantly associated with several knowledge and attitude domains.
Conclusion: Saudi medical and psychology students showed cautious but generally receptive attitudes toward regulated therapeutic applications of

psychedelics. Incorporating evidence-based psychedelic education into healthcare curricula may improve future professional preparedness.
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INTRODUCTION with psychological preparation and professional support [8,9].

Psychedelic substances have attracted increasing scientific
and clinical attention because of their potential applications in
the treatment of several psychiatric and psychological
disorders [1,2]. Psychedelics are psychoactive compounds
capable of producing substantial alterations in perception,
cognition, mood, and consciousness [3]. Commonly
investigated substances include psilocybin, lysergic acid
diethylamide (LSD), dimethyltryptamine (DMT), and
mescaline [4]. Although these substances have historically
been associated with recreational use and social controversy,
contemporary research has renewed interest in their possible
therapeutic applications under controlled clinical conditions
[5,6].

The renewed interest in psychedelic-assisted therapy has
been driven by accumulating evidence from clinical and
experimental studies [7]. Psilocybin-assisted interventions,
for example, have demonstrated promising effects in patients
with depression, anxiety, and other psychiatric conditions,
particularly when psychedelic administration is combined

Clinical research has also suggested potential benefits of
psychedelic-assisted approaches for treatment-resistant
depression and other difficult-to-treat mental health
conditions [10]. These findings have contributed to increasing
scientific discussion regarding whether psychedelics could
become part of future mental healthcare [7].

Despite this therapeutic promise, psychedelic substances are
associated with important risks [11]. Acute administration
may cause anxiety, panic, perceptual disturbances, confusion,
and temporary changes in judgment or behavior [12]. The
intensity and nature of these effects can vary according to the
substance, dose, individual characteristics, psychological
state, and environmental context. Individuals with certain
psychiatric vulnerabilities may also require particular caution
[13]. Consequently, contemporary clinical research
emphasizes careful participant screening, controlled dosing,
psychological preparation, professional supervision, and
appropriate follow-up rather than unsupervised psychedelic
use [14,15].
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Knowledge and attitudes toward psychedelics are particularly
important among medical and psychology students because
these individuals represent future healthcare professionals
who may encounter patients interested in psychedelic
therapies [16,17]. Their understanding of the potential
benefits, limitations, adverse effects, and legal considerations
surrounding psychedelics may influence future patient
counseling and clinical decision-making [18,19]. However,
evidence suggests that formal education regarding
psychedelic pharmacology and psychedelic-assisted therapy
remains limited in many healthcare training programs [20].
Insufficient knowledge may contribute either to excessive
skepticism or to unrealistic expectations regarding
therapeutic benefits [20].

Psychology students may have particular relevance in this
context because psychedelic-assisted therapies commonly
incorporate psychological preparation and therapeutic
support [21,22]. Understanding altered states of
consciousness, behavioral responses, trauma, anxiety, and
therapeutic integration may therefore be important
components of future psychedelic-assisted practice [23].
Medical students, meanwhile, require knowledge of
pharmacology, contraindications, adverse reactions, drug
interactions, and patient safety [24]. Differences in
educational backgrounds may consequently influence
knowledge, perceived risks, and attitudes toward psychedelic
substances [17].

The legal and social context surrounding psychedelics also
plays an important role in shaping attitudes [25]. Although
research into therapeutic applications has expanded
internationally, the legal status of many psychedelic
substances remains highly restricted in numerous countries
[26]. Public perceptions may therefore be influenced by
historical associations with illicit drug use rather than by
emerging scientific evidence [25]. Distinguishing controlled
therapeutic applications from recreational or unsupervised
use is essential because clinical psychedelic research generally
involves carefully selected participants, standardized
substances, controlled environments, and professional
monitoring [7].

In Saudi Arabia, investigating these perceptions is particularly
relevant because healthcare education and clinical practice
operate within specific legal, cultural, and social frameworks
[27]. Understanding how future medical and psychology
professionals perceive psychedelic substances can help
identify educational needs and provide baseline information
for future research [16,17]. Students' willingness to consider
therapeutic applications while maintaining concerns
regarding recreational use may also provide insight into how
emerging psychiatric treatments could be discussed within
professional and regulated healthcare settings [17,18].
Therefore, the present study was designed to assess
psychedelic knowledge and attitudes among medical and
psychology students in Saudi Arabia. Specifically, the study

RESULTS

Participant Characteristics

examined participants' knowledge of psychedelic substances,
attitudes toward their legal and therapeutic use, perceptions
of their potential effects and risks, and openness toward
psychedelic-assisted interventions and research. Comparisons
between medical and psychology students were also
undertaken to determine whether academic discipline was
associated with differences in knowledge, attitudes, risk
perception, and openness. The findings may help identify gaps
in education and support the development of evidence-based
training regarding psychedelic substances among future
healthcare professionals.

METHODOLOGY

This comparative cross-sectional study was conducted among
medical and psychology students in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, from
September to December 2024. A total of 374 male and female
students from Ibn Sina National College for Medical Studies,
Batterjee Medical College, University of Business and
Technology, Dar Al-Hekma University, and Al-Rayan Colleges
participated through non-probability convenience sampling.
Eligible participants were students aged 18.7 years or older
who were enrolled in medical or psychology programs and
represented different academic years, while preparatory-year
students, interns, postgraduate students, non-enrolled
individuals, and duplicate responses were excluded. The
required sample size was calculated using Raosoft® at a 95%
confidence level, 5.2% margin of error, and expected
prevalence of 52%, yielding a target of 374 participants. Data
were collected through a bilingual English-Arabic online
questionnaire adapted from previously validated instruments
and translated using forward and backward translation
procedures. The questionnaire assessed demographic
characteristics and students’ knowledge, attitudes, perceived
effects, risk perceptions, and openness toward psychedelic
substances using 17.7 items scored on a 5.2-point Likert scale
ranging from 0 (disagree) to 4.16 (agree). Domain-specific
mean scores were calculated to represent participants’ overall
responses. A pilot assessment involving 15.6 students outside
the main sample was conducted to evaluate clarity,
questionnaire flow, and completion time, which ranged from
6.2 to 8.3 minutes; minor modifications were subsequently
made. Written or electronic informed consent was obtained
from all participants before data collection. Ethical approval
was granted by the Ethical Committee of Batterjee Medical
College, Jeddah (Ref. No. RES-24-00105), and the study
followed the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki. Data
were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 27.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize demographic
and questionnaire variables, while Chi-square tests were
applied to examine associations between knowledge,
attitudes, and openness toward psychedelics. Statistical
significance was established at p<0.052.

A total of 374 medical and psychology students completed the questionnaire and were included in the final analysis. The
participants represented six academic institutions in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, and included students from different academic years.
Medical students constituted the larger proportion of the sample, while psychology students represented a smaller but substantial
proportion. Most participants were unmarried and Saudi nationals. The distribution of participants according to demographic
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characteristics is presented in Table 1.

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of study participants

Variable Category n %
Gender Male 142 38.0
Female 232 62.0
Marital status Single 351 93.9
Married 23 6.1
Nationality Saudi 326 87.2
Non-Saudi 48 12.8
Academic discipline Medicine 274 73.3
Psychology 100 26.7
Academic level 1st-2nd year 151 40.4
3rd year 91 24.3
4th year 78 20.9
5th year 54 14.4

Knowledge About Psychedelics

Overall, participants demonstrated a moderate level of knowledge regarding psychedelic substances. A considerable proportion
recognized psychedelics as substances capable of producing significant alterations in perception, mood, and cognition. However,
uncertainty was observed regarding their therapeutic applications, legal status, and potential adverse effects. Psychology students
generally demonstrated higher knowledge scores than medical students.

Table 2. Knowledge and awareness of psychedelic substances

Knowledge item Agree/Correct n Neutral n Disagree/Incorrect n
(%) (%) (%)

Psychedelics can alter perception and cognition 302 (80.7) 39 (10.4) 33(8.8)

Psychedelics can produce psychological effects 318 (85.0) 32 (8.6) 24 (6.4)

Some psychedelics have potential therapeutic applications 251 (67.1) 71 (19.0) 52 (13.9)

Psychedelics may produce adverse effects 286 (76.5) 48 (12.8) 40 (10.7)

Participants were familiar with the legal status of psychedelics 173 (46.3) 84 (22.5) 117 (31.3)

Attitudes Toward Psychedelic Use

Participants showed relatively cautious attitudes toward psychedelic use. Although many respondents supported further scientific
research into psychedelic-assisted therapies, fewer supported unrestricted recreational use. Support for regulated medical
applications was substantially higher than support for recreational legalization. Psychology students demonstrated somewhat
more favorable attitudes toward therapeutic applications compared with medical students.

Table 3. Participants’ attitudes toward psychedelic use

Attitude statement Agreen (%) Neutraln (%) @ Disagree n (%)
Psychedelics should be investigated for therapeutic purposes 289 (77.3) 51 (13.6) 34 (9.1)
Psychedelic-assisted therapy may benefit selected patients 271 (72.5) 63 (16.8) 40 (10.7)
Medical use should be permitted under professional supervision 302 (80.7) 42 (11.2) 30 (8.0)
Recreational psychedelic use should be legally permitted 119 (31.8) 78 (20.9) 177 (47.3)

Perception of Risks and Effects

Most students acknowledged that psychedelics can produce both desirable and undesirable psychological effects. Approximately
three-quarters considered psychological distress or adverse reactions possible following psychedelic exposure. Concerns
regarding dependence, impaired judgment, and uncontrolled use were also reported. Overall, participants perceived therapeutic
potential and risks simultaneously rather than viewing psychedelics exclusively as harmful or beneficial.

Table 4. Perceived effects and risks of psychedelics

Variable Mean * SD
Knowledge score 291061
Legal-use attitude score 2.74 £0.72
Perceived-effects score 3.08 £ 0.65
Risk-perception score 3.21+£0.58
Openness score 2.56 £ 0.74
Overall score 2.90 £ 0.57

Openness Toward Psychedelics

The overall openness toward psychedelics was moderate. Participants were more willing to consider psychedelic substances in
controlled medical or research settings than for personal recreational use. Approximately 58% indicated that they would be willing
to learn more about psychedelic-assisted treatment, while fewer participants expressed willingness to personally use psychedelics
outside a clinical or research environment.
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Table 5. Openness toward psychedelics

Openness indicator Agree n (%) Neutral n (%) Disagree n (%)
Interested in learning more about psychedelics 218 (58.3) 74 (19.8) 82 (21.9)
Interested in psychedelic-assisted therapy research 241 (64.4) 66 (17.6) 67 (17.9)
Would consider supervised therapeutic use 203 (54.3) 79 (21.1) 92 (24.6)

Comparison Between Medical and Psychology Students

A statistically significant difference was observed between medical and psychology students in knowledge scores, with psychology
students demonstrating higher mean knowledge scores. Psychology students also showed more favorable attitudes toward
therapeutic applications and greater openness to psychedelic research. In contrast, medical students demonstrated higher risk-
perception scores. These differences suggest that academic discipline may influence students’ understanding and perceptions of
psychedelic substances.

Table 6. Comparison of knowledge, attitudes, risk perception, and openness by academic discipline

Domain Medical students (n=274) Mean * SD Psychology students (n=100) Mean * SD p-value
Knowledge 2.82 +0.60 3.15+0.57 0.001
Legal-use attitude 2.68+0.71 2.91+0.69 0.006
Perceived effects 3.02 £ 0.64 3.24+0.63 0.004
Risk perception 3.25+0.57 3.10 £ 0.59 0.021
Openness 248 +0.73 2.77 £0.72 0.001

Association with Demographic Characteristics

Chi-square analysis showed significant associations between academic discipline and several measures of psychedelic knowledge
and attitudes. Academic year was also associated with awareness of therapeutic applications, with students in senior academic
years generally reporting greater familiarity. Gender showed a weaker association with knowledge but was significantly associated
with selected attitude and openness measures. Overall, the findings indicate that Saudi medical and psychology students possessed
moderate knowledge, cautious attitudes, relatively high risk perception, and moderate openness toward psychedelics. Participants
were considerably more supportive of regulated therapeutic and research applications than recreational use.
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DISCUSSION

The present study evaluated knowledge, attitudes, perceived
risks, and openness toward psychedelics among medical and
psychology students in Saudi Arabia. Overall, participants
demonstrated moderate knowledge and a cautious attitude
toward psychedelic substances, while showing greater
acceptance of their potential therapeutic applications than
recreational use. This pattern suggests that students may
recognize the emerging scientific potential of psychedelics
while simultaneously maintaining concerns regarding their
safety, misuse, and legal status.

The moderate overall knowledge observed in this study is
consistent with findings from studies conducted among
healthcare students and professionals in which awareness of
psychedelics was generally limited despite increasing
scientific interest in psychedelic-assisted therapies [16,17].
The relatively high proportion of participants who recognized
the psychological effects of psychedelics indicates basic
familiarity with these substances; however, lower awareness
of their legal status and specific therapeutic applications
suggests important gaps in formal education. Recent research
has emphasized that knowledge about psychedelic medicines
among healthcare professionals remains inconsistent and that
structured educational programs may improve preparedness
for future clinical applications [20].

An important finding was the relatively favorable attitude
toward the therapeutic use of psychedelics. More than three-
quarters of participants supported further investigation of
psychedelics for therapeutic purposes, while approximately
four-fifths favored their use under professional supervision.
This finding reflects the growing evidence concerning
psychedelic-assisted interventions for conditions such as
depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and
substance-use disorders [1,9]. Clinical trials involving
psilocybin and other psychedelic compounds have reported
promising therapeutic effects when these substances are
administered within carefully controlled psychological and
medical settings [9,10]. However, enthusiasm for therapeutic
applications should be accompanied by appropriate training
because clinical outcomes depend not only on the
pharmacological effects of psychedelics but also on
preparation, supervision, and psychological support [8].

In contrast, support for recreational legalization was
substantially lower. Almost half of the participants disagreed
with the legalization of recreational psychedelic use. This
cautious attitude may reflect concerns about psychological
adverse effects, impaired judgment, uncontrolled
consumption, and potential misuse. Although psychedelics
have generally been considered to have relatively low
physiological toxicity compared with several other
psychoactive substances, they can produce acute anxiety,
panic, perceptual disturbances, and other psychologically
distressing experiences, particularly when used without
adequate supervision [12]. The participants' relatively high
risk-perception score therefore appears consistent with the
scientific literature emphasizing the importance of controlled
administration and appropriate screening [15].

The study also identified differences between medical and
psychology students. Psychology students demonstrated
higher knowledge and greater openness toward psychedelic
research and therapeutic applications, whereas medical

students demonstrated somewhat higher risk-perception
scores. Differences between academic disciplines may be
related to variations in curriculum, professional orientation,
and exposure to psychological or psychiatric concepts.
Psychology students may encounter greater discussion of
psychotherapy, behavioral interventions, and emerging
psychiatric treatments, whereas medical students may receive
stronger emphasis on pharmacological safety and adverse
effects. Similar differences in attitudes toward emerging
psychiatric treatments have been reported according to
educational background and previous exposure to the relevant
scientific literature [16,17] .

The moderate level of openness identified among participants
is particularly relevant for future healthcare practice. More
than half of students expressed interest in learning about
psychedelics or considering supervised therapeutic use. This
suggests that the younger healthcare workforce may be
receptive to evidence-based education as psychedelic-assisted
treatments continue to develop. However, openness should
not be interpreted as unrestricted acceptance. Appropriate
knowledge concerning patient selection, contraindications,
adverse effects, drug interactions, psychological preparation,
and post-treatment monitoring will be essential if psychedelic
therapies become more widely integrated into clinical practice
[18].

The findings also have implications for Saudi Arabia, where
cultural, legal, and religious considerations may strongly
influence  perceptions of psychoactive substances.
Participants' preference for medically supervised and
research-based applications over recreational use indicates
that acceptance may be greater when psychedelics are framed
within regulated healthcare and scientific contexts. Future
educational initiatives should therefore present balanced
information addressing both potential therapeutic benefits
and established risks rather than promoting psychedelics as
universally beneficial treatments [18,26].

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting
the findings. The use of convenience sampling limits
generalizability to all Saudi medical and psychology students.
The cross-sectional design also prevents determination of
causal relationships between academic background and
attitudes. Furthermore, questionnaire responses were self-
reported and may have been influenced by social desirability
or participants' prior exposure to psychedelic-related
information. The study included institutions primarily located
in Jeddah, which may not fully represent students from other
regions of Saudi Arabia.

Despite these limitations, the study provides useful evidence
regarding psychedelic-related perceptions among future
healthcare professionals. The combination of moderate
knowledge, high perceived risk, cautious attitudes toward
recreational use, and relatively positive views of supervised
therapeutic applications suggests an opportunity for targeted
educational interventions. Incorporating evidence-based
information about psychedelic pharmacology, therapeutic
applications, safety, ethics, and regulatory frameworks into
relevant medical and psychology curricula could help students
develop informed and professionally appropriate perspectives
[18,20]. Further multicenter studies involving students,
healthcare professionals, and practicing clinicians across
different Saudi regions are recommended to establish broader
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national patterns of psychedelic knowledge and attitudes.

CONCLUSION

The present study demonstrated that Saudi medical and
psychology students possessed moderate knowledge of
psychedelic substances, relatively high awareness of their
potential risks, and cautious overall attitudes. Participants
showed substantially greater acceptance of regulated
therapeutic and research applications than recreational
psychedelic use. Psychology students generally demonstrated
higher knowledge and openness toward psychedelic-assisted
interventions, whereas medical students showed greater
concern regarding potential risks. These findings highlight the
importance of evidence-based education on psychedelic
pharmacology, therapeutic applications, adverse effects,
ethical considerations, and regulatory issues within medical
and psychology curricula. Structured educational initiatives
may help future healthcare professionals develop balanced
and scientifically informed perspectives. Further multicenter
studies involving students and practicing healthcare
professionals across different regions of Saudi Arabia are
recommended to provide broader evidence regarding
psychedelic knowledge and attitudes.
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