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Extent of Cannabis Use

• 2nd most commonly used legal drug (after 
alcohol) among 15-24 years age group
– More than one in 20 Canadians ages 15–24 met 

the criteria for cannabis use disorder

– 1/4 Canadian youth report past-year use
• 30% use cannabis daily or almost daily during the past 3 

months

– Generally many NOT concerned about this pattern 
of use for the common view of cannabis—
“natural, safe and not addictive”
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Perception of risk and Use
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SYNTHETIC 
CANNABIS 
products are 
frequently 
labeled “not 
for human 
consumption,” 
attempts to 
circumvent 
drug laws in 
jurisdictions 
where they are 
sold
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Technical Report (2015)

• Focuses on youth who use cannabis daily or 
almost daily
– Reviewed the abundance of information circulating 

about cannabis from various perspectives to clearly 
identify what we know, what we do not yet know and 
what evidence is emerging about the effects of 
cannabis use during adolescence.

• Conclusions: harm reduction efforts—
decrease number of users or delay start of use 
for those who choose to use. 
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Adolescent brain

• Rapid and extensive development 
until a person reaches his or her mid-
twenties.

–Vulnerable to the negative effects 
of cannabis use
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Cognition and Behaviours

• The earlier regular use, the more impaired brain nerve 
connections 
– but for those who began at a later age some of these negative 

effects were not seen.

• Greater brain activity while completing tasks, as compared 
to non-users. 
– Suggests brain was working harder to perform a task and used 

more resources to respond. 

• Apathy results from reduced volume of frontal brain 
(reward processing, motivation, self-awareness and 
decision making). 
– Great quantity of cannabinoid receptors and is one of the 

latest brain regions to complete development. 
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Effects on Driving

• Deficits in attentional focus, information 
processing, motor coordination and reaction 
time, 

– unsafe to drive while impaired

– Drivers who use cannabis attempt to compensate 
by driving slower, 

• but have reduced control when more complex tasks are 
involved.
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‘Gateway’ 
drug?

may be a risk factor for 
use of higher-risk 
drugs; 

Similar risk factors 
leading to cannabis 
use in the first place, 
as opposed to 
cannabis being the 
cause of subsequent 
drug use.
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Risk factors for cannabis dependence 

– Early initiation (by age 15)

– Male gender

– Low socioeconomic status

– Living alone

– Regular cannabis use

– Persistent tobacco use

– Use of street drugs

– Conduct/Disruptive Behaviours problems

– Number and type of recent negative life events

– Using cannabis as a coping mechanism
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Long-term effects



How can we recognize who will 
develop dependence?

• Genes may account for 55% of determining 
problematic cannabis use; yet the exact genes 
and pathways of influence are still unclear.

• Shared environments (household influence) 
account for 18%.

• Unshared environments (peer influence) 
account for 27%.
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