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As a parent, you may wonder: 

•	 What are the risks? 
•	 Are you being overprotective? 
•	 What are the facts?

Parents need reliable 
information about marijuana. 

Here are 10 Things Parents Should Know About Marijuana, 
based on the most asked questions:

Marijuana can affect how a 
teen’s brain develops.1

One of the changes that occurs in an adolescent’s brain as they 
age is that a kind of fat tissue called myelin begins to envelop 
their nerves, strengthening connection and communication 
between each nerve call and different parts of the brain. 
Communication between different parts of the brain improves 
decision-making. 

When all parts of their brain are involved in decision-making, 
people make better decisions. Since the myelinization process 
continues into a person’s twenties, a youth’s ability to make good 
decisions also continues to develop.

Some of the most troubling research concerning the use of 
marijuana by adolescents has shown that it can impede the 
development of the myelin sheath around the nerves of 
adolescents. In adolescents who use a great deal of marijuana, 
this can affect their long-term intellectual functioning as well as 
their school and work performance.

Research over the last 20 years has shown that the brain 
continues to develop until a person’s mid-twenties. 
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2 Regular use of marijuana 
can impair a teen’s ability 
to solve problems.
Marijuana can affect both concentration and 
short-term memory during, and shortly after, use.

If your teen uses marijuana regularly, their 
school performance may drop. Using marijuana 
while trying to do schoolwork, or to help with 
sleep, as many teens and young adults do, can 
interfere with a person’s ability to concentrate 
on assignments or remember what they need 
to for a test.

3
Many people notice that, after they’ve 
used a small amount of marijuana, they 
feel relaxed, less anxious, and even 
sleepy. Many people start to use 
marijuana for this effect, thinking it 
will help them to manage anxiety 
and, for the most part, this is not 
unreasonable. 

It is important, however, to make sure 
that, as time goes on, you or your teen 
does not need more and more 
marijuana to get the same effect. 
Needing more and more of a 
substance to get the same effect can 
be a sign of addiction.

In small amounts, 
marijuana can 
cause anxiety.

Nothing is ever simple, is it? On the one 
hand, marijuana can help you feel less 
anxious but sometimes it can have the 
opposite effect. As well as the feeling of 
relaxation just described, marijuana is also 
known to cause a mild euphoria and 
heightened perception. 

While some people can find these 
sensations exciting and positive, others 
find them unnerving and unexpected. 
As a result, marijuana can cause some 
people to feel more anxious.
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4
In small amounts, 
marijuana can 
relieve anxiety.



Marijuana has been proven to 
possess medicinal properties.5

Marijuana was decriminalized for medicinal purposes in 
Canada in 2001. Despite this, research into the medicinal use 
of marijuana has been slow because it continued to be illegal 
until recently. Researchers often needed a special licence to 
study the possible medical uses of marijuana. 

To date, the United States Food and Drug administration has 
only approved marijuana for the treatment of two forms of 
epilepsy: Dravet Syndrome and Lennox-Gastaut Syndrome. 

As well as these conditions, good evidence exists to support 
using marijuana for the relief of chronic pain, relief from the 
muscle spasms associated with Multiple Sclerosis, and relief 
of the nausea and vomiting caused by cancer chemotherapy. 

The use of marijuana for medicinal purposes has been 
widespread across North America for about twenty 
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Marijuana can cause Schizophrenia to 
emerge earlier in youth who possess a 
predisposition to the condition.6

There are several links between marijuana and psychotic 
symptoms. Marijuana use can cause the symptoms of 
Schizophrenia to emerge earlier in life. Research also shows 
that the earlier a person starts to use marijuana, the more likely 
they are to develop Schizophrenia. This research very specifically 
indicates that the symptoms of Schizophrenia may emerge 
because the brain is still developing. 

Also, if a person has a parent or sibling with Schizophrenia, they 
already have a higher chance of getting the disease. If you have a 
parent or sibling with Schizophrenia, your chances of getting the 
disease are one in ten. The research shows that using marijuana 
increases the chances of getting Schizophrenia for these people 
to one in five.

For those people who carry the specific genes AKT1 or COMT, their 
chances of developing schizophrenia increase with marijuana use.



8

7Marijuana use is associated 
with suicide attempts.

The links between marijuana use 
and depression are complicated. 
To date, there is no evidence that 
marijuana use can cause 
depression per se. What the 
research suggests is that factors 
known to be associated with 
depression are also known to be 
associated with excessive 
marijuana use. These factors 
include environmental stressors, 
genetic history and social and 
cultural background. 

Youth with a history of suicide attempt are 
more likely to have used marijuana than 

A person can become 
intoxicated using marijuana.

New users of marijuana may think 
everyone’s experience of a marijuana high 

will be pleasant and could misjudge the 
amount of marijuana they’re using. 

If your child reports distressing symptoms 
after using marijuana, it’s possible that 

they may be severely intoxicated or even 
poisoned with marijuana. In this situation, 

consult a doctor. Increased heart rate, rapid 
breathing, and heightened perception are 

typical of marijuana intoxication. 

In the same way as it’s important 
to recognize the signs of intoxication 

from alcohol, it’s also important to be 
aware of how marijuana intoxication 

can affect you or your child. 

Symptoms of marijuana intoxication can be 
contradictory. For example, blood pressure 

can increase or decrease. While relaxation is 
common, anxiety and panic can also arise. 

Heart rate can increase but some people 
experience heart rhythm disturbances. 

At the extremes, people also experience 
severe hyperactivity or symptoms of 

psychosis including paranoia or other 
delusions. Marijuana can also include such 

signs of intoxication as unsteady gait and 
slurred speech. 
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Another important research 
finding is that youth with a 
history of suicide attempt are 
more likely to have used 
marijuana than those who have 
not attempted suicide. 

This is an important association, 
but the links are so unclear that 
further study is needed for this 
to be useful to mental health 
professionals working with 
youth.



Marijuana can be addictive.9
The fifth Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders of the American 
Psychiatric Association provides exact 
criteria for diagnosis and parents who 
worry their adolescent or young adult has 
this condition should look up those criteria. 

This precise list can give you the 
impression that, knowing these criteria, 
anyone in North America, where the 
Manual is the standard of care, can 
diagnose this condition. As someone 
who diagnoses Cannabis Use Disorder 
often, I can attest that it is not as easy 
as it seems from the list of criteria.

Cannabis Use Disorder is the 
medical term for marijuana addiction. 

Diagnosis of any substance use disorder – 
addiction – is one element of the complex 
problem of helping someone with this 
mental health condition. 

Every parent has their own instincts about 
how to communicate effectively with their 
child. This is true even when the child is an 
adolescent or young adult. 

As a parent, it’s always best to do whatever 
you can to open the lines of communication 
with your child and keep them open. Resist 
the temptation to give advice, or lecture, 
or threaten or do any of the things parents 
most want to do.

What you’re hoping to achieve 
with this question is to begin a 
conversation – and not a 
conversation in which you’ve 
already decided the answer. 

If you’re worried about 
your child using too 
much cannabis, 

If you’re worried about 
your child using too 
much cannabis, 

ask them 
what they think. 
ask them 
what they think. 
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As you read through all ten facts, you may have been 
frustrated at how often I noted that more research was 
needed to have all the information we need about 
marijuana. You might have thought, “If we still need so 
much more research, can we be certain of anything 
about marijuana?”
	
When marijuana was still illegal, researchers needed a 
special licence to be able study marijuana. With the 
legalization of marijuana in so many states and 
throughout Canada, this has changed. It’s easier to 
study the risks and benefits of marijuana and, with the 
increase in users during the pandemic, it’s even more 
necessary to base policies for marijuana use on facts 
and not beliefs.

The research emerging about marijuana is giving us the 
information we need, as parents and clinicians, to help in-
form youth about its risks and benefits. As a parent, you’ll 
want to know what this means for your child. 
You’ll want to be informed.

Some of what we’re learning about marijuana from this 
new research is complex. The parents of the teens in my 
practice are often confused by this and so I am writing a 
book for them about marijuana. The Parent’s Guide to 
Marijuana will help parents understand the effect mar-
ijuana use can have on their child. I am writing this book 
because, when parents asked for an evidence-based 
reference, I couldn’t find one. 

10 Much more research is needed 
for us to understand marijuana.
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