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Ayahuasca opens up new possibilities for grief therapy 
 

Study shows the potential of the "vine of the soul" to overcome grief  
following the loss of a loved one 

 
According to a study recently published in the journal Psychopharmacology, ayahuasca – also known as 
the "vine of the soul" within the Peruvian indigenous Shipibo healing system – can help people who 
are grieving the loss of a loved one, significantly reducing symptoms, such as anxiety and depression. 
Benefits lasted for up to a year following the retreat. 
 
The International Center for Ethnobotanical Education, Research and Service (ICEERS), in 
collaboration with the Beckley Foundation, conducted a study into ayahuasca’s potential for people 
grieving the death of a loved one. The study, entitled "Therapeutic potential of ayahuasca in grief: a 
prospective, observational study” and published on January 14, opens up a new avenue for research 
into effective therapeutic approaches for prolonged grief. 
 
"We found that ayahuasca eases the acceptance of a loved one’s death," said Dr. Debora Gonzalez, the 
study's principal investigator. 
 
Participants in the study attended a retreat at the Temple of the Way of Light, a center located near 
Iquitos, Peru, in the heart of the Amazon rainforest, where they participated in a series of traditional 
medicine ceremonies lead by indigenous Shipibo healers. Ninety-two percent of patients experienced 
relief from symptoms of grief, noting benefits on a spiritual level and in social relationships, as well as 
on their physical and psychological health. It was found that the experiences expand on the 
materialistic way we approach life and death in the Global North. 
 
Grief is a natural process that occurs in human beings when a family member or close friend dies. 
However, when it is prolonged it can become pathological. In fact, the WHO recently included 
Prolonged Grief Disorder as a new diagnosis in the latest version of the International Classification of 
Diseases (ICD-11). Prolonged grief affects 9.8% of people who have lost a loved one. The family, social 
and occupational impact of this diagnosis is comparable to that of depression or post-traumatic stress. 
Medications alone are not effective in reducing it, and psychotherapy does not achieve the 
effectiveness it has shown in treating other clinical problems. Since the experience of grief is universal, 
it is urgent to find new therapeutic paradigms to address our relationship with death. 
 
A previous study, published in Omega - Journal of Death and Dying, also conducted by ICEERS, found 
that one third of mourners who had participated in an ayahuasca ceremony reported experiences of an 
encounter with the "presence,” "soul," or "essence" of their loved one.  
 
"We found that having an experience of an encounter with a loved one who has passed away and being 
able to resolve the doubts and issues that were left pending and to establish a continuing bond, has a 
therapeutic impact on the grievers that is difficult to achieve with the techniques currently used in 
conventional psychotherapy. This type of experience tends to transform their view of life and death," 
adds Dr. González. 
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