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Cannabis & Young People — Recommended Resources 
Dear Parents, 

Thanks for listening to our panel presentation. Here are some resources you may find helpful. 
As a reminder, cannabis is the scientific term for the plant commonly known as “marijuana.”

As a parent myself, I have given this subject a lot of thought and careful consideration. To give 
our young people the best opportunities, I believe they should avoid taking cannabis until 
adulthood (age 26) unless the benefits outweigh the potential risks. 

However, many young people experiment with a variety of substances, including alcohol and 
tobacco. If it is simple, occasional experimentation, cannabis is objectively a safer choice than 
alcohol and tobacco. If a young person is self-medicating with cannabis or other substances, 
it is critical that we support them (rather than punish them) and get them the help they need. 


In terms of addiction, as Gabor Maté, the global expert on substance abuse, says, “addiction 
is the attempt to solve a problem” (https://youtu.be/6ZKZ-GmgpzQ) and “The question is not 
why the addiction, but why the pain.” As someone who experienced childhood trauma that my 
parents knew nothing about until my adulthood, I encourage all parents to remember that 
growing up isn’t easy for anyone , and the struggles your children face may or may not have 1

anything to do with their home life. To gain a better understanding of what the research says 
about addiction, read Chasing the Scream by Johann Hari. It’s a gripping book written in a 
story-telling manner with tons of relevant information.

CANNABIS SAFETY — Cannabis has been consumed by humans for longer than we’ve had 
written language. To learn more about the history of cannabis, watch this series on YouTube: 
The History of Cannabis (Extended) Series by J's SmokeHouse https://www.youtube.com/
playlist?list=PLvatqYju1-khfABs81MAWtg-t9_Qdl1Ry 


Its safety profile is unmatched. There have been NO deaths recorded in human history due to 
overdosing on the cannabis plant, which makes it safer than alcohol, tobacco, street drugs, 
and most pharmaceutical medications. Unlike tobacco, smoking cannabis (without tobacco) 
is NOT linked to head/ neck/ throat/ lung cancer, and research is currently underway to use 
cannabis-based medicines to treat cancer. Cannabis can interact with other medications 
though (CBD especially), so advice from a knowledgable healthcare provider is important.

Despite that, cannabis is not typically recommended for young people unless the benefits 
outweigh the potential risks, as in cases such as: autistic spectrum disorders, treatment 
resistant epilepsy, cancer, etc.. This is due to the fact that (1) the human brain is not considered 
fully developed until roughly 26 years of age, and (2) it is considered unethical to conduct 
studies where cannabis is given to healthy young people (same for pregnant women).


Many studies conducted during the 1900s (and some more recent ones), lumped all illicit 
drugs together when studying the impact on young people. Unfortunately, that means these 

 “among European and Canadian adolescents aged 11-15 years, one in four reported feeling nervous, irritable, or 1

having difficulties getting to sleep every week according to the survey Health Behaviour in School-aged Children. 
Moreover, a systematic review and meta-analysis of the global prevalence of depression and elevated depressive 
symptoms among adolescents showed that 34% experience elevated symptoms of depression, whereas 8% suffered 
from major depressive disorder” (Gripe et al., 2024).
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studies cannot tell us about the impacts of cannabis alone, since the known harms of 
tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs cloud the issue. 


More recent studies looking at cannabis and young people (without the other factors) have 
provided clearer information. The previous scientific opinion was that using illicit drugs 
damaged a young person’s developing brain and put them at risk for mental health issues later 
in life. However, the first reference listed below (Lorenzetti et al., 2023) show that there was no 
significant difference in brain volume between young people who took cannabis and those who 
didn’t. The mental health issue is a more difficult one to assess; the research is inconclusive.


HARM REDUCTION — High quality, organic cannabis flower MAY be the least harmful 
substance young person could ingest in terms of mind- and mood-altering drugs. There 
are clinicians who prescribe cannabis to young people regularly, finding it the safest and most 
effective choice for their patients. However, this should not be done without first assessing the 
other needs of the patient; for healthy youth, this means determining if they need counselling or 
other support.

Illicit or “street” cannabis is a different story. Street cannabis can be CBD flower laced with 
synthetics (like K2 or Spice) and synthetic cannabis products CAN be dangerous and even 
deadly. Street cannabis can also be contaminated with heavy metals, pesticides, etc. which 
can be very dangerous. Cannabis should be organically grown and lab-tested to verify quality. 
For more information on medical quality, read this article: https://
www.cannabisnurseapproved.com/post/four-criteria-for-assuring-cannabis-is-medical-quality 


Harm-reduction approaches are based on the idea that humans will sometimes make 
choices that are not in their best interests, and that as medical professionals, our job is 
to educate them so they can pick the least risky option available to them. 

Based on the above information and my experience as a nurse educator who has taught over 
100 nurses about medical cannabis, if a young person is going to use a mind- or mood-altering 
substance, the cannabis plant (organically-grown) is a safer choice than alcohol, tobacco, or 
other illicit drugs, since it is not associated with lung cancer, liver failure, or death.

Obviously, we would prefer that all children, adolescents, and young adults abstained from 
using any mind- and mood-altering substances. It would be ideal if young people felt 
comfortable sharing their worries, fears, and struggles and if all families had access to 
compassionate mental health professionals. That is the best-case scenario, but it may not 
always be realistic. 

That’s why we at CannyNurse® believe education is critical. It’s similar to underage sex; telling 
kids to abstain until marriage doesn’t work in the vast majority of cases, so we take a harm 
reduction approach and teach them about disease prevention and contraception. It is our great 
hope that the information provided here helps you to have informed and educated 
conversations with your young people.

Most sincerely, 


Ariana Ayu, RN, MSc

The OG CannyNurse®
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Addiction Explained by one of the world’s leading specialists 

Gabor Maté — https://DrGaborMate.com/

Is addiction a choice? | Big Questions with Gabor Maté: https://youtu.be/6ZKZ-GmgpzQ 

The Best Explanation of Addiction I’ve Ever Heard – Dr. Gabor Maté https://youtu.be/
ys6TCO_olOc 


Recommended Books 

Chasing the Scream by Johann Hari — https://chasingthescream.com/

An excellent book explaining the current research about addiction and why 
cannabis (marijuana) was prohibited for political, rather health & safety reasons.


Lost Connections by Johann Hari — https://thelostconnections.com/ 

An intriguing book explaining the current research about depression and what we 
now know about the real causes.


Research articles 

Predicting Self-Medication with Cannabis in Young Adults with Hazardous 
Cannabis Use (288 subjects) 
Wallis, D., Coatsworth, J. D., Mennis, J., Riggs, N. R., Zaharakis, N., Russell, M. A., Brown, A., Rayburn, 
S., Radford, A., Hale, C., & Mason, M. (2022). Predicting Self-Medication with Cannabis in Young Adults 
with Hazardous Cannabis Use. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(3), 
1850. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19031850 


Quotes from the Study: “Most young adults who use cannabis will do so without significant 
consequences, but approximately 6% of sustained cannabis users in the U.S. will develop a 
cannabis use disorder (CUD)” (p. 2) 


“Both frequent and sustained cannabis use has been prospectively associated with functional 
impairment due to injury, illness, cognitive and emotional problems, lower health-related quality 
of life, and greater psychiatric symptoms” (p. 1-2)


“young adults who use cannabis to reduce psychiatric symptoms are at increased risk of 
developing CUD relative to those who do not endorse this reason” (p.2).
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“the findings that three-quarters of the sample endorsed self-medicating, and of these, 90% 
reported using cannabis to help with multiple problems, suggest that these young adults are 
using cannabis at least in part to address their psychological, physical, and social problems” 
(p.10).


“While psychological problems such as anxiety and depression are often captured in general 
studies of motives for cannabis use, our findings reveal that a substantial percentage of young 
adult cannabis users are self-medicating to help with their physical problems such as sleep 
disturbance and pain. Another novel problem this study revealed was the endorsements of self-
medicating for loneliness and social discomfort. Taken together, these descriptive findings 
suggest that the overwhelming majority of these young adults are self-medicating to address 
multiple problems” (p.11).


CannyNurse® Comments: Why is self-medication problematic? Because often it is a result of 
not accessing other (evidence-based) means of support such as counselling. 

Cannabis Use Disorder (CUD) is the diagnostic term for what I refer to as “problematic use” — 
use of cannabis that negatively impacts one’s life, work, and relationships. This diagnosis can 
relate to a real problem, but is often falsely applied by clinicians who do not understand 
medical cannabis and are relying on misinformation about cannabis based on its prohibition.

Compare the harms of cannabis (no deaths, no link to disease/ liver failure) to the harms of 
alcohol, listed here: https://alcoholchange.org.uk/alcohol-facts/fact-sheets/alcohol-statistics 


Article link: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8834899/ 


Brain Anatomical Alterations in Young Cannabis Users: Is it All Hype? A 
Meta-Analysis of Structural Neuroimaging Studies (830 subjects)

Lorenzetti, V., Kowalczyk, M., Duehlmeyer, L., Greenwood, L., Chye, Y., Yücel, M., Whittle, S., & Roberts, 
C. A. (2022). Brain Anatomical Alterations in Young Cannabis Users: Is it All Hype? A Meta-Analysis of 
Structural Neuroimaging Studies. Cannabis and Cannabinoid Research, 8(1), 184–196. https://doi.org/
10.1089/can.2021.0099 


Authors’ Conclusion: “We found no detectable group differences in any of the GBVs 
(intracranium, total brain, total white matter, and total gray matter) and regional brain volumes 
(i.e., hippocampus, amygdala, orbitofrontal cortex, and total cerebellum)” (p.1).


CannyNurse® Comments: This study shows that unlike studies that combined cannabis with 
the harms of other illicit substances, there were no significant differences in the volume of the 
brains between young people who took cannabis and those that did not.


Article link: https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/can.2021.0099
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Associations Between Cannabis Use and Mental Distress in Young People: 
A Longitudinal Study (1,988 subjects) 
Gripe, I., Pape, H., & Norström, T. (2023). Associations between cannabis use and mental distress in 
young people: a longitudinal study. Journal of Adolescent Health. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.jadohealth.2023.10.003 


Authors’ Conclusion: “Increased cannabis use during adolescence and young adulthood 
seem to increase the risk for symptoms of mental distress. Although the associations appear to 
be more pronounced among males, it was only for depression that there was a statistically 
significant gender difference in the association.”

Another Important Quote:


“Various mechanisms underlying the association between cannabis use and mental health 
problems have been suggested. One starts out from a neurophysiological perspective, 
suggesting that intake of THC affects brain functions and perhaps interacts with other risk 
factors in a way that increases the risk of mental health symptoms…. Yet another suggested 
pathway is that cannabis use is indirectly associated with mental distress through social 
mechanisms such as difficulties in the labor market and school failure…. A critical issue in this 
kind of research concerns the directionality of the relations at issue. There are scattered findings 
suggesting that the relationship between cannabis use and mental health problems could be 
due to a reversed association, which underlies the so-called “self-medication hypothesis”. 
However, the general conclusion of studies that address this issue is that the causal direction 
goes from cannabis use to mental distress” (p. 480).


CannyNurse® Comments: The issue of directionality is a big issue with studies about 
cannabis and young people. Think of it as a chicken-vs-egg problem: we can’t definitely state 
which came first, the mental health issues or substance use.

This study measured responses in young people in the years 1992, 1994, 1999, and 2005 in 
Norway. It looked at the changes for each individual, so the person’s responses were 
compared to their own responses in previous years.

The information given is worth considering, and does provide insight, but it is not conclusive 
proof that cannabis causes mental health issues. 

What it does tell us conclusively is that there is a correlation between them. This means that of 
the young people who take cannabis, a statistically significant number of those also have (or 
will develop) mental health issues. It also tells us that a significant number of the young people 
who have mental health issues also try cannabis at least once. Think of it this way: you might 
have milk in your refrigerator and use heat in the winter, but that doesn’t mean keeping milk in 
your fridge causes you to use the heating.


Article link: https://www.jahonline.org/article/S1054-139X(23)00507-4/fulltext 
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Cannabis Use and Parenting Practices among Young People: The Impact of 
Parenting Styles, Parental Cannabis-Specific Rules, and Parental Cannabis 
Use (839 subjects) 
Kokotovič, K. O., Pšunder, M., & Kirbiš, A. (2022). Cannabis Use and Parenting Practices among Young 
People: The Impact of Parenting Styles, Parental Cannabis-Specific Rules, and Parental Cannabis Use. 
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(13), 8080. https://doi.org/
10.3390/ijerph19138080 


Quotes from the Study: “Maternal authoritative parenting (in comparison with permissive 
parenting), strict maternal, cannabis-specific rules, and parental cannabis non-use statistically 
significantly reduced the likelihood of young people’s cannabis use. Its strongest predictor was 
parental cannabis use, followed by the mother’s specific cannabis-use rules and maternal 
parenting style” (p. 1)


“It is possible that both authoritative and permissive parenting reduce the risk of drug use 
because both have a high responsiveness dimension. Parental responsiveness, manifested by 
an accepting and supportive attitude towards the child, has been associated with lower 
cannabis use in adolescents….Parental monitoring, and supervision, knowing where the 
adolescent is, what the adolescent is doing, and whom the adolescent is associating with are 
the most effective ways to prevent adolescent cannabis use” (p. 3).


“Our study showed that the authoritative and non-permissive parenting style of the mother, 
maternal disapproval of adolescent cannabis use, and parental (especially the father’s) non-use 
of cannabis are significant protective factors against adolescent cannabis use. In the context of 
effective prevention of adolescent cannabis use, it is essential to address parents and 
particularly their cannabis use and rules regarding adolescent cannabis use. Public health 
efforts should reflect the key goal of preventing today’s young people from becoming 
tomorrow’s drug users. Therefore, effective preventive efforts should be in place concerning 
adolescent drug use, particularly through the empowerment of parents and adolescents 
themselves” (p. 10).


CannyNurse® Comments: This study showed that in this sample of 839 secondary students 
in Slovenia (where cannabis is still illegal), parental cannabis use meant young people were 
more likely to use it as well. The parenting style that was most associated with young people 
deciding NOT to use cannabis was a maternal authoritative style. This parenting style is where 
parents expect a lot from their children, but are also highly responsive to their needs, feelings, 
and struggles. 

I believe this works by helping young people with their pain (mental, emotional, spiritual, and 
potentially physical), and therefore taking away their desire/ need to self-medicate.
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Keep in mind this caveat, mentioned by the authors: “an increasing number of studies indicate 
that optimal parenting styles may vary across cultures” (p.4) so while this may be true in 
Slovenia, the authors are not stating results would be the same in all cultures.


Article link: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9265425/ 


Does liberalisation of cannabis policy influence levels of use in adolescents 
and young adults? A systematic review and meta-analysis  
Melchior, M., Nakamura, A., Bolze, C., Hausfater, F., Lesueur, F. E., Mary‐Krause, M., & Da Silva, M. A. 
(2019). Does liberalisation of cannabis policy influence levels of use in adolescents and young adults? A 
systematic review and meta-analysis. BMJ Open, 9(7), e025880. https://doi.org/10.1136/
bmjopen-2018-025880 


Authors’ Conclusion: “Cannabis policy liberalisation does not appear to result in significant 
changes in youths’ use, with the possible exception of legalisation for recreational purposes 
that requires monitoring.”


CannyNurse® Comments: This study shows that legalising cannabis use does NOT make it 
easier for kids to get cannabis. It does mean that the government needs to have age 
restrictions in place to stop underage access, just like is done for alcohol and tobacco. Other 
studies have also shown that in US states with legal adult use, cannabis is LESS available to 
young people (since dispensaries verify age and street dealers don’t), so legalisation keeps 
kids safer in many ways (though parents should always lock up their own medicine).


Article link: https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/9/7/e025880.long 

   


Coming in 2024: Free cannabis nurse consultations at AskACannyNurse.com

   


© Ariana Ayu, RN, MSc     •     All Rights Reserved.     •     CannyNurse.com     •     Page  of 7 7

http://AskACannyNurse.com
http://CannyNurse.com
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9265425/
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2018-025880
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2018-025880
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/9/7/e025880.long

