It's all part of balancing bureaucracy with research goals for Williams, a leading expert on racial
trauma and psychedelic medicine, as well as obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), at the
University of Ottawa. She's exploring the use of hallucinogenic substances like MDMA and
psilocybin — commonly known as ecstasy and magic mushrooms, respectively — to help people
of color address the psychological impacts of systemic racism. A prolific researcher, Williams also
works as an expert witness, offering clinical evaluations for racial trauma cases.

Scientists have long known that psychedelics produce an altered state of consciousness and
openness to new perspectives. For people with mental health conditions who haven't benefited
from traditional therapy, psychedelics may be able to help them discover what's causing their
pain or trauma, including racial trauma—the mental and emotional injury spurred by racial bias.

“Using psychedelics can not only bring these pain points to the surface for healing, but can
reduce the anxiety or response to these memories and allow them to speak openly about them
without the pain they bring,” Williams says. Her research harnesses the potential of psychedelics
to increase neuroplasticity, which includes the brain’s ability to build new pathways.

“People of color are dealing with racism all the time, in large and small ways, and even dealing
with racism in healthcare, even dealing with racism in therapy.”

But she says therapists of color aren’t automatically equipped to treat racial trauma. First, she
notes, people of color are “vastly underrepresented in the mental health workforce.” This is
doubly true in psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, in which a person is guided through a
psychedelic session by a therapist or team of therapists, then processes the experience in
subsequent therapy sessions.

“On top of that, the therapists of color are getting the same training that the white therapists are
getting, so it's not even really guaranteed that they're going to be any better at helping a person
that may have racial trauma emerging as part of their experience,” she says.

In her own training to become a clinical psychologist at the University of Virginia, Williams says
she was taught “how to be a great psychologist for white people.” Yet even people of color, she
argues, need specialized training to work with marginalized groups, particularly when it comes
to MDMA, psilocybin and other psychedelics. Because these drugs can lower natural
psychological defense mechanisms, Williams says, it's important for providers to be specially
trained.

“People of color are dealing with racism all the time, in large and small ways, and even dealing
with racism in healthcare, even dealing with racism in therapy. So [they] generally develop a lot
of defenses and coping strategies to ward off racism so that they can function.” she says. This is
particularly true with psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy: “One possibility is that you're going to
be stripped of your defenses, you're going to be vulnerable. And so you have to work with a
therapist who is going to understand that and not enact more racism in their work with you.”

Williams has struggled to find funding and institutional approval for research involving
psychedelics, or funding for investigations into racial trauma or the impacts of conditions like
OCD and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in people of color. With the bulk of her work
focusing on OCD. she hoped to focus on people of color, but found there was little funding for
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Williams was no stranger to the questions that soon blazed across headlines: How can we mitigate microaggressions?
How do race and ethnicity impact mental health? What terms should we use to discuss racial issues? What constitutes
an ally, and why aren’t there more of them? Why aren'’t there more people of color in academia, and so many other
fields?

Now, she's hoping that the increased attention on racial justice will mean more acceptance for the kind of research she's
doing.

In fact, Williams herself has used psychedelics in order to gain a better understanding of how to use them to treat racial
trauma. In a study published in January, she and two other Black female psychotherapists took MDMA in a supervised
setting, guided by a team of mental health practitioners who helped them process issues that came up as the session
progressed. Williams, who was also the study’s lead author, found that participants’ experiences centered around
processing and finding release from racial identities, and, in one case, of simply feeling wholly human without the
burden of racial identity for the first time.

The purpose of the study was twofold: to understand how Black women react to psychedelics and to provide safe,
firsthand, psychedelic experiences to Black mental health practitioners. One of the other study participants has since
gone on to offer psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy to her own patients.

Psychedelic research, and psilocybin in particular, has become a hot topic of late, particularly after Oregon became the
first state to legalize it for therapeutic use last November. A survey-based, observational study with 313 participants,
published in 2020, paved the way for Williams' more recent MDMA experiments by describing improvements in
depression, anxiety and racial trauma among people of color who had used LSD, psilocybin or MDMA in a non-research
setting.

Williams and her team included only respondents who reported a moderate to strong psychoactive effect of past
psychedelic consumption and believed these experiences provided “relief from the challenging effects of ethnic
discrimination.” Participants reported a memorable psychedelic experience as well as its acute and lasting effects,
completing assessments of psychological insight, mystical experience and emotional challenges experienced during
psychedelic experience, then describing their mental health — including depression, anxiety and trauma symptoms —
before and after that experience.

Still, Williams says addressing racism is much more complex than treating racial trauma. “One of the questions | get
asked a lot is, ‘How can Black people cope with racism?’ And | don't really like that question,” she says. “I think it's
important and | don't mind answering it, but | think the more important question is, how can we end racism? What can
Black people do to stop racism that's happening to them and what can we do as a society to stop racism? And people
aren't really asking this question.”
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