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particularly in a culture where people are :
“super hyper focused” on their work. A
typical pursuit among many millennial :
workers, along with going to drug-fuelled :
music festivals or the annual Burning Man
festival in the Nevada desert, is for a group

of friends to rent a place in the countryside,

hike (some call ita “hike-a-delic”). “Iwould
be much more wary of telling co-workers I
had done coke the night before than saying
I'had done acid on the weekend,” says Mike
(vet another pseudonym), a 25-year-old
researcher at the University of Californiain
San Francisco, who also takes LsD regularly.
Itis seen as something “worthwhile, whole-
some, like yoga or wholegrain”.

The quest for spiritual enlightenment
- as with much else in San Francisco - is

fuelled by the desire to increase productiv- :
ity. Microdosing is one such product of this
calculus. Interest in the topic first started :

to take off around 2011, when Jim Fadiman,

a psychologist who took part in the exper-

iments in Menlo Park in the 1960s, pub-
lished a book on psychedelics and
launched a website on the topic. “Micro-
dosing is popular among the technologi-
cally aware, physically healthy set,” says
Fadiman. “Because they are interested in
science, nutrition and their own brain
chemistry.” Microdoses, he claims, can also
decrease social awkwardness. “I meeta lot
of these people. They are not the most
adeptsocial class in the world.” Paul Austin
has also written a book on microdosing

and lectures on the subject across Europe
and America. Many of the people he speaks
to are engineers, business owners, writers
and “digital nomads” looking for ways to :

outrun automation in the “new economy”.

one route to survival, he says.

Although data on the number of people :
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MANY OF THOSE WHO TOOK ACID IN THE 1960S ARE STILL
AROUND, HAVING TURNED INTO WELL-PRESERVED
BABY-BOOMERS. “NOW AT THE END OF THEIR LIVES, THEY
CAN SAY THAT THESE DRUGS WERE VALUABLE"

microdosing are non-existent, since drug :
surveys do not ask about it, a group on
Reddit now has 16,000 members, up from :
a couple of thousand a year ago. People :
postabout their experiences, and most of :
them follow Fadiman'’s suggestion of tak- :
© ingup to ten micrograms every three days :
take LsD or magic mushrooms and go fora : :

or so. “My math is slightly better, I swear.
Or maybe it’s just my confidence, either
way, I am more aware, creative and have
amazing ideas,” says one user, answering
an inquiry about whether there is correla-
tion between intelligence and microdos-
ing. “I feel less ADHD, greater focus,” says
another user. He can identify “no bad
habits [except] maybe I speak my mind
more and offend people because [am very
smart and often put people down with
condescending remarks by accident.”

Microdosing is the logical conclusion
of several trends, thinks Rick Doblin, the
founder of the Multidisciplinary Associa- :
© tion for Psychedelic Studies, a research :
and lobby group. For a start, many of those :
{ Although she took it to balance her moods,

who took acid in the 1960s are still around,
having turned into well-preserved baby-
boomers. “Now, at the end of their lives,
they can say that these drugs were valu-
able. They are not all on a commune,
growing soybeans, dropping out,” he says.

Another reason for the trend is that,
although there have been no scientific
studies on microdosing, research on psy-
chedelics has suggested that they may, in
certain settings, have therapeutic uses.
The increasing use of marijuana for med-
ical use, and its legalisation in many

states, has also led to people looking at :
drugs more favourably. “There’s no longer :
this intense fervour about drugs being :
. dreadful,” says Doblin. Last year a study
Drugs that “make you think differently” are :

sity appeared to suggest thata single, large

dose of psilocybin — another psychedelic
and the active ingredient in magic mush-
rooms — reduced anxiety and depression
in most participants. This helps encour-
age those who may normally be wary of
taking drugs to experiment with them, or
to take them in lower, less terrifying dos-

i es. Ayelet Waldman, a writer who micro-

dosed for a month on LsD and wrote a
book documenting her experiences,
makes much of the fact she is a mother, a
professional and used to work with drug
offenders. She is not your typical felon.
(Indeed, she gave up the drug after that
month, in order to stop breaking the law.
But “there is no doubt in my mind that if
itwerelegal I would be doing it,” she says.)

The availability of legal substitutes for
LSD in certain parts of the world has also
made microdosing far easier. Erica Avey,
who works for Clue, a Berlin-based app
which tracks women’s menstrual cycles,
started microdosing in April with 1P-LSD, a
related drug, which is still legal in Germany.

she quickly found that it also helped her
with her work. It made her “sharper, more
aware of what my body needs and what I
need,” she says. She now gets to work earlier
in the morning, at 8am, when she is most
productive, and leaves in the afternoon
when she has a slump in energy. “At work I
am more socially present. You are not really
caught up in the past and the future. For
meetings it’s great,” she enthuses.

Although people who use it regularly
build up a tolerance, there is not the
same “reward” that users of heroin and

| SD is not thought to be addictive.

- alcohol, two deeply addictive drugs, seek
of 51 terminally ill cancer patients carried !
out by scientists at Johns Hopkins Univer-

through increasing their dosages. “They
are not moreish drugs,” says Carhart-Har-
ris. The buzz of psychedelics is more
abstract than other drugs, such as cocaine,
which tend to make people feel good
about themselves. Those who have good
experiences with hallucinogens reportan
enhanced connection to the world (they
take up veganism; they feel more warmly
towards their families). Most people who
microdose insist that, although they make
a habit of taking it, they do not feel depen-



dent. “With coffee you need a cup to feel
normal,” says Avey. “I would never need
LsD to feel normal.” She may quit later this
year, having reaped enough beneficial
effects. Many talk of a sense in which the
dose, even though it is almost impercep-
tibly small, seems to stay with them.
Often they feel best on the second or third
day after ingestion. “I've definitely expe-
rienced the same levels of creativity with-
out taking it...you retain it,” says Nathan.

The effects of microdosing depend on
the environment and the work one is

doing. It will not automatically improve :
matters. Since moving toan office with less
© every effect will be a positive one.
effective, although he still takes it every
three days or so. Similarly, Avey doubts it :
would be as useful if she did not haveajob :

natural light, Nathan has not found Lsp as

she liked and a “cool work environment”
(withanin-house therapistand yoga class-
es). Carhart-Harris raises the potential
issue of “containment”. Whereas beneficial
effects of psychedelics can be seen in thera-
peutic environments, the spaces in which
people microdose are much more diverse.

THE LACK OF MEDICAL RESEARCH ON MICRODOSING
MEANS THAT IT HAS BEEN TOUTED AS A PANACEA

FOR EVERYTHING FROM DEPRESSION AND MENSTRUAL
PAINS TO MIGRAINES AND IMPOTENCE

A crowded subway car or an irritating
meeting can become more unbearable; not

Currently the lack of medical research
on microdosing means that it has been
touted as a panacea for everything from
depression and menstrual pain to
migraines and impotence. The only prob-
lem that people do not try to solve through
microdosing is anxiety. Since these drugs
tend to heighten people’s perceptions,
they are likely to exacerbate anxiety. With-
out more research, it is hard to know
whether such a small amount of a psyche-
delic works merely as a placebo, and
whether there are any long-term detri-
mental consequences, such as addiction.

There is still an understandable fear of
LSD, and it is unlikely to migrate from
Silicon Valley to America’s more conserva-

; tiveregionsanytime soon. Butina country
i which is awash with drugs, microdosing
: with an illicit substance may not seem so

outlandish, particularly among the mid-
dle-classes. Already many Americans are
happy to medicalise productivity. In 2011
3.5m children were prescribed drugs to
treat attention disorders, up from 2.5min
2003, and these drugs are widely used off
prescription to enhance performance at
work. By one estimate, 12% of the popula-
tion takes an antidepressant. Americans
also try to eliminate pain, mental or oth-
erwise, by other means; the opioid epi-
demic has partly been caused by massive
over-prescription of painkillers. Com-
pared with these, LsD — which is almost

. impossible to overdose on — may no longer
seem so threatening. It may help people
© tunein, butit nolonger has the reputation

of making them drop out. m

Emma Hogan is deputy Europe editor
for The Economist
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