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METHODS:

Design: Semi-structured interviews on acute 
ketamine experiences, long term effects of the 
trial and current drinking levels. 

Participants: 12 participants (9 males, 3 
females) who had received ketamine in a clinical 
trial of ketamine treatment for alcohol use 
disorders

-Diagnosis of alcohol use disorders (DSM-V) or alcohol dependence 
(DSM-IV) 

-Exclusion criteria: Relapse prevention or antidepressants 
uncontrolled hypertension, a history of psychosis (8, 9)

Setting: Ketamine for the reduction of alcoholic 
relapse trial.

Three ketamine infusions (or placebo) over three weeks + 7 sessions 
of therapy or education (9, 10)

Data analysis: Reflexive Thematic Analysis with 
an essential/realist approach & theoretically 
informed (10, 11)



QUALITATIVE RESULTS:

1. Multifaceted motivations for seeking ketamine in a clinical trial

2. Set and setting as influential in determining acute ketamine experiences

3. The inherent contradictions of the acute ketamine experience: ketamine as a rollercoaster of 
experiences

4. Rapidly fluctuating and changing ketamine experiences

5. Meaningful, spiritual and mystical experiences 

6. The ketamine infusions and the trial as potentially transformative



THE INHERENT CONTRADICTIONS OF 
THE ACUTE KETAMINE EXPERIENCE

Dissociation: Ego dissolution:

“… My whole feeling of my 

body disappeared….It was 

like being an amoeba and 

just floating in space. I had 

nobody, I had no- I was a 

soul” (P03). 

“…what was important was my 

relationship with the universe and 

the universe as a whole, and 

therefore those relationships with 

people and other entities, nature, 

wildlife and things of that scale 

were still important. And I was a 

part of that, a tiny part of that….I 

was part of this greater whole.” 

(P07)



TRANSFORMATIVE EFFECTS OF THE 
TRIAL AND THE INFUSIONS

Change in the relationship with alcohol:

“I still drink, but I’m quite 

capable of having 

2,3,4,5,6,7 days where 

I’m just not bothered 

about it, which is not 

something that 

happened in the past” 

(P04).

“It’s more just sociable 

drinking now, not: ‘Oh 

I’ve got nothing to do 

after I finish work, I 

might as well just go get 

a bottle of rum and drink 

that’” (P12). 

“I feel I have much 

less desire to drink 

now than I used to. 

And I think what it is, 

I actually, I think, 

enjoy it less now” 

(P11).



TRANSFORMATIVE EFFECTS OF THE 
TRIAL AND THE INFUSIONS

Dissociation and transformative effects:

“So moving onwards in life, 

every time I get something 

that’s quite testing or you know 

a problem, I just say, ‘well, a 

couple of months ago, I was 

just white…. So how bad can 

this be?’” … At least I’m not 

white, you know, at least I’ve 

got a body, at least I’m alive 

kind of thing (P05).

“…After the first one, I 

knew I wasn’t going to 

drink again.”…

“I don’t recall what pint 

tastes like, now a pint was 

my drink. And I couldn’t 

imagine the taste, so 

instantly I was not wanting 

to drink” (P03). 



TRANSFORMATIVE EFFECTS OF THE 
TRIAL AND THE INFUSIONS

Ego dissolution and transformative effects:

“…The sense of oneness that I felt 

and the sense of moving away from 

focusing on the worries and the small 

stuff is helpful in terms of improving 

my relationship with alcohol. 

Because I think I used alcohol as a 

self-medication and as a blocking 

and avoiding mechanism. And I think 

feeling that those issues are less 

prevalent or at least less important 

means I feel less motivated to drink.” 

(P07).



DISCUSSION:

Ego dissolution vs dissociation: the term “dissociative anaesthetic” (12)  

may not be sufficient to characterise acute ketamine experiences

Mechanisms of therapeutic effects: Feelings of dissociation and ego 
dissolution reported to be linked to therapeutic effects.

Lasting change on relationship with alcohol: trials of ketamine 
treatment can consider outcomes beyond abstinence and relapse rates

Limitations: 

•potential of self-selection into the trial and the interviews

•Non specific factors may explain therapeutic benefits
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