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What Should I Know About Medical Cannabis?

What Is Cannabis and How Is It Used?

• Cannabis (ie, marijuana) is a plant that contains a complex mix-
ture of chemicals called cannabinoids. Examples of cannabinoids
include tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD).

• Whereas THC is primarily responsible for the psychoactive ef-
fects (euphoria) of cannabis, CBD may decrease pain but causes
far fewer psychoactive effects than THC.

• Cannabis is used medically as purified cannabinoids (eg, CBD), syn-
thetic cannabinoids (eg, dronabinol), or parts of the whole plant.

• Cannabinoids are typically smoked or vaporized; ingested as pills,
tinctures, oils or edibles; or applied to the skin as creams or patches.

How Is Cannabis Regulated in the United States?
Most states have legalized cannabis use for medical conditions. Some
states have legalized cannabis for recreational adult use. The fed-
eral government considers cannabis use to be illegal. However, cli-
nicians and patients who act in accord with state laws on medical
use of cannabis are are not likely to be federally prosecuted. Typi-
cally, cannabis contents, potency, and safety are not regulated by
the government even in states where it is legal.

Are There Proven Benefits to Using Medical Cannabis?
Patients with spasticity related to multiple sclerosis, rare forms of
childhood epilepsy, or nausea associated with chemotherapy have
been shown to benefit from medical use of specific cannabinoids.
Substantial evidence demonstrates that cannabis helps to mod-
estly reduce pain. The most consistent benefit is seen in nerve pain.
Cannabis is often portrayed as a treatment for conditions like anxi-
ety, opioid addiction, and insomnia. There is not conclusive evi-
dence to know if it helps with these conditions.

Is Using Cannabis Dangerous?
No deaths have been conclusively linked to cannabis or cannabi-
noid overdose. However, there are some risks associated with can-
nabis use even for medical purposes. Cannabis acutely impairs
memory, judgment, and motor skills. Driving under the influence
of cannabis affects driving ability. It may be associated with an
increased risk of automobile accidents. Deaths from vaping-
associated lung illness have been reported in some individuals using
vaped cannabis product. It is not clear what role cannabis plays in this
illness. Cannabis can be habit forming over time and lead to un-
healthy use. Long-term daily use, starting at a young age, and using

large amounts may be associated with negative social and health con-
sequences. Smoking cannabis over time is associated with chronic
breathing problems. These often improve after stopping. Frequent
cannabis use during adolescence is associated with increased risk
of developing long-term psychiatric conditions. Cannabis use dur-
ing pregnancy is associated with low birth weight and other compli-
cations. More study must be done to fully understand if there is an
association of lung cancer or heart disease with smoking cannabis.

How Can My Doctor Help Me?
• Open communication with your clinician will help you have a bet-

ter understanding of the potential benefits and risks of cannabis
use based on your medical history and current medications.

• Talk to your clinician about why you think you would benefit from
cannabis. There may be other effective ways to address your health
concerns.

• Your clinician can inform you how to legally obtain cannabis in
your state.
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Medical Cannabis
Cannabinoids are the active chemicals in cannabis, also known as marijuana.  
Cannabis contains hundreds of cannabinoids, including tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) 
and cannabidiol. Cannabidiol causes far fewer psychoactive effects than THC.

Most states have legalized cannabis use for medical conditions, 
and some states have legalized cannabis use for adult recreation. 
The potency and content of cannabis products are not typically 
regulated by the government, even in states where cannabis is legal.

Talk to your physician about
• Why you think cannabis might 
  help you
• The safest way to use cannabis
• How you can legally obtain cannabis 
  in your state
• Whether you are at risk for adverse effects
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

National Institutes of Health
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/marijuana

National Cancer Institute Page on Medical Cannabis
https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/treatment/cam/patient/
cannabis-pdq
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