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Protections for Youth are Needed to Meet the Challenges Presented by Increasing Trends to Legalize Marijuana
SYNOPSIS 2-12-23

Research shows that marijuana poses significant risks to the health and safety of youth. 

· Marijuana use has negative health effects for youth
· Early marijuana use increases the likelihood of other substance use and a range of cognitive and mental health problems.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Ladegard, K., Thurstone, C., & Rylander, M. (2020). Marijuana legalization and youth. Pediatrics, 145(Suppl 2), S165–S174. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2019-2056D
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Albaugh, M. D., Ottino-Gonzalez, J., Sidwell, A., Lepage, C., Juliano, A., Owens, M. M., … & IMAGEN Consortium (2021). Association of cannabis use during adolescence with neurodevelopment. JAMA Psychiatry, 78(9), 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2021.1258] 

· Marijuana use can interfere with brain development, especially brain regions responsible for decision making, reward seeking, and impulse control.[endnoteRef:2] The risks of marijuana use persist well into early adulthood when the brain is still undergoing development.[endnoteRef:3] [2:  Volkow, N.D., Baler, R.D., Compton, W.M., & Weiss, S.R.B. (2014). adverse health effects of marijuana use. New England Journal of Medicine, 370(23), 2219-2227. https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMra1402309 ]  [3:  Ammerman, S., Ryan, S., Adelman, W. P., & Committee on Substance Abuse, the Committee on Adolescence (2015). The impact of marijuana policies on youth: Clinical, research, and legal update. Pediatrics, 135(3), e769–e785. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2014-4147
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· Young people are at even great risk of negative health effects due to the increasing strength/potency of THC (the psychoactive and addictive ingredient) in marijuana.[endnoteRef:4] The average percentage THC in marijuana samples seized by the Drug Enforcement Administration increased from approximately 4% to 15% from 1995 to 2021.[endnoteRef:5] Some common marijuana products favored by young people (i.e., concentrated marijuana in vaping products and edibles) have upwards of 90% THC.[endnoteRef:6] Use of high potency marijuana is associated with increased risk of addiction, psychosis, depression, anxiety, sleep problems, memory loss, and other physical and cognitive impairments.[endnoteRef:7] [4:  ElSohly, M. A., Chandra, S., Radwan, M., Majumdar, C. G., & Church, J. C. (2021). A comprehensive review of cannabis potency in the United States in the last decade. Biological Psychiatry: Cognitive Neuroscience and Neuroimaging, 6(6), 603–606. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpsc.2020.12.016]  [5:  National Institute on Drug Abuse. (2022). Delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD) potency of cannabis samples seized by the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), Percent Averages from 1995-2021. Source: Potency Monitoring Program, Quarterly Report # 153, NIDA Contract Number: N01DA-15-7793. Available at: https://nida.nih.gov/research-topics/marijuana/cannabis-marijuana-potency]  [6:  Marijuana FactCheck. Understanding THC potency. Available at: https://www.mjfactcheck.org/potency/]  [7:  Di Forti, M., Quattrone, D., Freeman, T. P., Tripoli, G., Gayer-Anderson, C., Quigley, H.,… & EU-GEI WP2 Group (2019). The contribution of cannabis use to variation in the incidence of psychotic disorder across Europe (EU-GEI): A multicentre case-control study. Lancet Psychiatry, 6(5), 427–436. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(19)30048-3
Fischer, A. S., Tapert, S. F., Lee Louie, D., Schatzberg, A. F., & Singh, M. K. (2020). Cannabis and the developing adolescent brain. Current Treatment Options in Psychiatry, 7(2), 144–161. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40501-020-00202-2
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· The largest increase in youth exposures reported to poison control centers in recent years was due to intentional ingestion of edibles among adolescents.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  Hughes, A. R., Grusing, S., Lin, A., Hendrickson, R. G., Sheridan, D. C., Marshall, R., & Zane Horowitz, B. (2023). Trends in intentional abuse and misuse ingestions in school-aged children and adolescents reported to US poison centers from 2000-2020. Clinical Toxicology, 61(1), 64–71. https://doi.org/10.1080/15563650.2022.2120818] 

· Marijuana use increases the risk for addiction, especially among youth
· Individuals in late adolescence and early adulthood are at highest risk for marijuana use disorder.[endnoteRef:9] Adolescents who use marijuana are at least twice as likely as adults who do so to develop marijuana use disorder.[endnoteRef:10]  [9:  National Institutes of Health. (2016, March 4). Marijuana use disorder is common and often untreated. Nih.gov. https://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/marijuana-use-disorder-common-often-untreated ]  [10:  Richter, L., Pugh, B. S., & Ball, S. A. (2017). Assessing the risk of marijuana use disorder among adolescents and adults who use marijuana. American Journal of Drug and Alcohol Abuse, 43(3), 247–260. https://doi.org/10.3109/00952990.2016.114711
Lawn, W., Mokrysz, C., Lees, R., Trinci, K., Petrilli, K., Skumlien, M., … & Curran, H. V. (2022). The CannTeen Study: Cannabis use disorder, depression, anxiety, and psychotic-like symptoms in adolescent and adult cannabis users and age-matched controls. Journal of Psychopharmacology, 2698811221108956. https://doi.org/10.1177/02698811221108956] 

· Marijuana use is the main substance for which youth present for addiction treatment.[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality. (2022). Treatment Episode Data Set (TEDS): 2020. Admissions to and Discharges from Publicly Funded Substance Use Treatment Facilities [Table 2.1a and Table 2.1b]. Available at: https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/reports/rpt38665/2020_TEDS%20Annual%20Report-508%20compliant_1182023_FINAL.pdf ] 

· Marijuana poses other health and safety risks to youth of all ages
· Unintentional ingestion by young children can have serious medical outcomes, including central nervous system depression and hospitalization.[endnoteRef:12] [12:  Richards, J.R., Smith, N.E., & Moulin, A.K. (2017). Unintentional cannabis ingestion in children: A systematic review. Journal of Pediatrics, 190, 142-152. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpeds.2017.07.005
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· Marijuana affects judgement and motor skills. Driving under the influence can increase the risk for car crashes, especially for young and inexperienced drivers.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Thomas, F. D., Darrah, J., Graham, L., Berning, A., Blomberg, R., Finstad, K., … & Moore, C. (2022, December). Drug prevalence among seriously or fatally injured road users (Report No. DOT HS 813 399). National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. Available at:
https://rosap.ntl.bts.gov/view/dot/65623/dot_65623_DS1.pdf] 


Marijuana use among youth is common, placing many at risk. 

· Marijuana is one of the most commonly used substances among adolescents, and the prevalence of young adult marijuana use is increasing.
· In 2022, over 8% of 8th-graders, nearly 20% of 10th-graders, and over 30% of 12th-graders reported using marijuana in the past year.[endnoteRef:14] While the number has not significantly changed in recent years, we should not be satisfied this high prevalence. [14:  National Institute on Drug Abuse. (2022, December 15). Most reported substance use among adolescents held steady in 2022. Available at: https://nida.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/2022/12/most-reported-substance-use-among-adolescents-held-steady-in-2022 ] 

· Marijuana use among young adults ages 19-30 increased significantly in 2021, reaching historic highs.[endnoteRef:15] [15:  University of Michigan. (2022, August 22). Marijuana, hallucinogen use at all-time high among young adults. Michigan News. Retrieved from https://news.umich.edu/marijuana-hallucinogen-use-at-all-time-high-among-young-adults/. ] 


Legalization and commercialization of marijuana pose unique risks to youth. 

· Legalization normalizes marijuana use and lessens perceptions of harm and risk.
· Marijuana legalization normalizes use, reduces perceptions of harm, eases access, and is associated with higher rates of risky use, especially among young people.[endnoteRef:16] [16:  Ammerman, S., Ryan, S., Adelman, W. P., & Committee on Substance Abuse, the Committee on Adolescence (2015). The impact of marijuana policies on youth: Clinical, research, and legal update. Pediatrics, 135(3), e769–e785. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2014-4147
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· When young people believe using marijuana is low-risk, rates of use increase.[endnoteRef:17] [17:  Miech, R. Johnston, L., & O’Malley, P.M. (2017). Prevalence and Attitudes Regarding Marijuana Use Among Adolescents Over the Past Decade. Pediatrics, 140(6), e20170982. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2017-0982 ] 

· In states that have legalized recreational marijuana, rates of initiation of marijuana use among adolescents are higher than the national average in this age group.[endnoteRef:18] [18:  Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2018). 2017–2018 National Survey on Drug Use and Health: Model-based prevalence estimates (50 states and the District of Columbia). Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services (SAMHSA), Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, National Survey on Drug Use and Health. Available at: https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2017-2018-nsduh-state-prevalence-estimates] 

· Research into effects of legalization on youth use is limited and has some methodological weaknesses, but findings generally indicate that legalization is associated with increased rates of adolescent marijuana use,[endnoteRef:19] increased rates or intensity of young adult marijuana and other substance use,[endnoteRef:20] and increases in adverse consequences,[endnoteRef:21] such as pediatric unintentional exposures leading to hospitalization[endnoteRef:22] and marijuana use disorder in youth.[endnoteRef:23] [19:  Bailey, J. A., Epstein, M., Roscoe, J. N., Oesterle, S., Kosterman, R., & Hill, K. G. (2020). Marijuana legalization and youth marijuana, alcohol, and cigarette use and norms. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 59(3), 309–316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2020.04.008
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· When marijuana is commercialized, as it is in the U.S., industry targets youth 
· In the U.S., legalization takes the form of commercialization,[endnoteRef:24] which allows profit-driven industry players to produce, package, advertise, and sell marijuana to consumers. The marijuana industry is motivated by profit, not public health. [24:  Caulkins, Hawken, A., Kilmer, B., & Kleiman, M. (2012). Marijuana legalization: What everyone needs to know. Oxford University Press. ] 

· We have repeatedly seen how industries selling addictive substances that are legal for adult use (i.e., alcohol, cigarettes, vaping products) have targeted youth through product design, marketing, and locations of sale.[endnoteRef:25] [25:  Arnett, J. J., & Terhanian, G. (1998). Adolescents’ responses to cigarette advertisements: Links between exposure, liking, and the appeal of smoking. Tobacco Control, 7(2), 129–133. https://doi.org/10.1136/tc.7.2.129
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· The marijuana industry, which often includes many of the same players as the tobacco and alcohol industries, is already using similar tactics, including the packaging, advertising, and sale of products targeted to young people.[endnoteRef:26]  [26:  Friese, B., Slater, M. D., Annechino, R., & Battle, R. S. (2016). Teen use of marijuana edibles: A focus group study of an emerging issue. Journal of Primary Prevention, 37(3), 303–309. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-016-0432-9
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Contact CAPSOC leads for additional information and assistance with substance use policies in your state:

Dr. Linda Richter
Partnership to End Addiction
lrichter@toendaddiction.org

Dr. Diana Fishbein
National Prevention Science Coalition to Improve Lives and the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill
dfishbein@unc.edu 

Dr. Zili Sloboda
Applied Prevention Science International
zsloboda@apsintl.org
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Government must play a critical role in protecting youth in the context of marijuana legalization.

· There are concrete steps policymakers can take to lower the likelihood that marijuana commercialization exacerbates rising rates of marijuana use among adolescents and young adults – and to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past that made underage drinking a generally accepted norm and youth nicotine vaping a crisis to be contained. 
· State governments changing their marijuana laws should base their decisions and policies on science, not public pressure or business interests; carefully consider how regulations have succeeded and failed to protect youth from alcohol and nicotine as well as recent experiences of other states that have implemented changes; and prioritize the protection of children, adolescents, and young adults in their drug reform laws.
· Laws and regulations allowing use and sale of marijuana should include restrictions on types of products that can be manufactured, how they are packaged and marketed, and where and how they are sold to limit products, access, and exposure that can be harmful to youth.
· Policymakers should implement a science-based public education campaign in concert with marijuana reforms that provides accurate information regarding potential benefits and risks of using marijuana, particularly for youth. It should correct misinformation spread by the marijuana industry that minimizes perceptions of risk among youth and that conflates arguments regarding decriminalization, medical use, and widespread commercialization and associated social justice and health implications.
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