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Marijuana Legalization: 
The Impact on Youth

Luke D. Niforatos
Executive Vice President, SAM
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What is SAM?

• A 501(c)(3) non-profit, educational 
organization funded by volunteers & private 
organizations

• Our mission:
• Educate citizens on the science of 

marijuana
• Promote health-first, smart policies 

and attitudes that decrease marijuana 
use and its consequences

3©

SAM promotes an evidence-based approach to marijuana 
policy that prioritizes public health

z

• Non-partisan but high-profile:
founded by former Democratic 
Congressman Patrick Kennedy and 
leading Republican pundit David Frum

• Scientific advisory board of more than 
12 leading researchers, professors, and 
public health/legal experts

• Hundreds of thousands of press 
mentions, including major media outlets 
such as:

Several state and 
national affiliates
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Groups SAM has collaborated with

• American Society of Addiction Medicine

• American Academy of Pediatrics

• American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

• Other leading public health authorities

• Over 30 state affiliates, including:
• Treatment centers
• Recovery groups
• Prevention organizations
• Law enforcement 
• Leading medical authorities
• Volunteer citizens

5©

The false dichotomy: “Legalization OR
incarceration?”

vs

Icons:  Ddigital Innovation, FR; Iconathon; Edward Boatman (The Noun Project)
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Three separate issues that often get conflated:

Penalizing drug 
users/ 

”decriminalization”

Medicinal 
use of 

compounds 
derived from 
marijuana/ot

her drugs

Legalization 
of marijuana 

or other 
drugs for 

“non-
medical” use
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Vaping Crisis = #PotVapingCrisis

• 80+% of the lung illnesses being reported are linked 
to THC vapes

• 1 in 6 illnesses came from the legal marijuana market

• Two deaths in Oregon have been tied to marijuana oil 
purchased from a state licensed dispensary
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“... he thought it was safer, especially 
because he never bought cartridges off the 
street.”

11©

U.S. Surgeon General Jerome Adams: 
“This isn’t your mother’s marijuana, the 
marijuana of today is significantly more 

potent”

12©

4TH LARGEST TOBACCO COMPANY ON EARTH INVESTS IN BIG

MARIJUANA
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“Smart Approaches to Marijuana (SAM)’s legalization opponent
Kevin Sabet may be right: like it or not Big Tobacco is invading cannabis.

Altria, the company that invited unwitting consumers for decades to come to where the cancer is –Marlboro Country–
may be looking to shore up stagnant cigarette sales by purchasing Canadian cannabis company Cronos Group.”

ALTRIA MAKES $1.8 BILLION INVESTMENT IN BIG MARIJUANA

Dec 4th, 2018

100% ownership of two companies, 
based in Canada, that are currently 

licensed to cultivate and sell medical 
marijuana,

Dec 8th, 2018

14©

Big Tobacco has all but 
taken over Big Marijuana

15©

www.learnaboutsam.org/industry-profiles
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Now exempt from 
Colorado Clean Indoor Air Act 

17©

And This…

18©
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Why talk
POT

During an 
opiate 

epidemic? 
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Marijuana use goes hand-in-hand with 
increased prescription opioid abuse

Source:  Olfson M., et al. Cannabis Use and Risk of Prescription Opioid Use Disorder in the United States. Am J Psychiatry 2017. https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2017.17040413.

23©

Business Opportunity?

https://media.jamanetwork.com/news‐item/lower‐opioid‐overdose‐death‐rates‐associated‐with‐state‐medical‐marijuana‐laws/

24©

2019: JAMA Updated Opioid Study

Bleyer, A. and Barnes, B. (2018). Opioid Death Rate Acceleration in Jurisdictions Legalizing Marijuana Use, JAMA Intern Med. 2018;178(9):1280-1281

Medical marijuana was associated with a 23% INCREASE 

in opioid deaths.

The authors also said "We find it unlikely that medical marijuana-used by 
about 2.5% of the US population-has exerted large conflicting effects on 
opioid overdose mortality. A more plausible interpretation is that this 
association is spurious."
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25© CDPHE, 2018

26©

Marijuana, Mental Health, and 
Addiction

27©

Cannabinoid Receptors Are Located Throughout 
the Brain and Regulate a Host of Brain Activity

• Brain Development

• Memory & Cognition

• Motivational Systems & 
Reward

• Appetite

• Immunological Function

• Reproduction

• Movement Coordination

• Pain Regulation & 
Analgesia

Source: NIDA
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Marijuana is not “just a plant” anymore –
derivatives contain up to 99% THC 

29©

Marijuana has become significantly more potent since 
the 1960s, 70s, 80s, and 90s

From an average of 3% to an 
average of nearly 20% THC

30©

A new kind of consumer: Drinking 33 Cappuccinos to 
get 65x caffeine that you could get from one Cola

33 Medium Cappuccinos

One 20oz Cola
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Marijuana is often mistaken as medicine in spite of 
some well-studied adverse outcomes

Studies have shown 
marijuana (especially high 
THC-containing products) to 
be largely ineffective or else 
dangerous for a host of 
ailments.

Marijuana is not a proven aid 
for mental illnesses.

Marijuana use appears to 
exacerbate mental illness, 
rather than alleviating it.

32©

Lancet 2019 Population-Level Study Conclusions

5x
• Regular high potency marijuana users are 

5 times more likely to develop 
psychosis.

• Compared to 3 times more likely for 
regular users of lower potency marijuana 
of the past.

33©

Pot use is strongly correlated with psychosis

Source: Andréasson et al Lancet, 1987 (left graphic); Arseneault et al  BMJ 2002 (right graphic)
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Study of Swedish Conscripts (n=45570)

MORE MARIJUANA USE CORRELATES WITH

HIGHER RATES OF SCHIZOPHRENIA
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Longitudinal prospective Dunedin study (n=1037)

EARLIER AGE OF USE CORRELATES WITH

INCREASED SCHIZOPHRENIA RISK
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2019 JAMA Study: Marijuana use contributes to 
depression

Other Key Findings:

• Marijuana didn’t replace opioid use

• Patients using opioids, supplementing with 
marijuana, were more likely to develop depression, 
addiction to cocaine and other drugs, and other 
adverse outcomes.

35©

Causal Relationship between marijuana and 
mental illness

36©
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Marijuana & Youth

38©

Youth use rates in “legal” states lead non-legal states
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39©

The consequences: RML is associated with an 
increase in youth Cannabis Use Disorder (CUD)

Association Between Recreational Marijuana 
Legalization in the United States and Changes 
in Marijuana Use and Cannabis Use Disorder 
From 2008 to 2016:

• States that legalized recreational marijuana 
experienced a near 25% increase in CUD among 
12 to 17 year-olds.

• Youth in states with RML (Recreational Marijuana 
Legalization) experienced CUD at a higher rate of 
2.72% following legalization, increasing from 
2.18% prior to RML enactment.

• These findings indicate a cause for concern as 
more states look to legalize the drug.

Cerda et al., 2019
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Daily use among middle and high school aged 
youth is rising dramatically

41©

More young people are using marijuana, and they are 
using it more frequently

• In 2018, nearly 15 million 
young people aged 12 to 25 
reported past year marijuana 
use; and over 9.2 million 
reported past month use.

• Marijuana use is particularly 
damaging to developing brains, 
posing a unique risk to young 
users. 12.5%
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42©

The consequences of frequent use in adolescence 
include dependence and addiction

The 12-month prevalence of having a 
cannabis use disorder (CUD) increases 
for youth and young adults since first 
cannabis use

• A longer time since first cannabis use is 
associated with an increased risk of 12-month 
prevalence of a cannabis use disorder.

• 1 in 5 youth aged 12-17 have a CUD who 
started cannabis more than 3 years ago.

• 1 in 10 young adults aged 18-25 have a CUD 
who started cannabis use more than 3 years 
ago.

20% 10%

12-17 18-25

Percent of youth who have 
CUD who started use more 

than 3 years ago by age

Han et. al., 2018
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While marijuana use rises, perceptions of risk decrease
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• Past month use rates among 
people aged 12 or older 
increased more than 5% from 
2017 to 2018, while 
perceptions of risk decreased 
more than 4 percent.

• Past month use is indicative of 
more frequent use.

NSDUH, 2019

44©

Colorado either #1 or top 3 in US for 
youth first-time use for past 3 years

45©

A new crisis emerges, and converges

• E-cigarettes and vapes, such as 
Juuls, can be used with many 
types of cartridges, facilitating 
the transition from flavor or 
nicotine, to marijuana

• Juul’s marketing tactics are 
widely known for their impact on 
the current youth vaping 
epidemic

• The marijuana industry is no 
different—and a youth marijuana 
vaping crisis has emerged 
alongside the youth vaping crisis

Pure Green Living, 2019; PAX, 2019
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Youth e-cigarette use is connected to marijuana vaping

• A study by Kowitt et al found that 
around 1 in 10 high school students 
reported ever vaping marijuana

• Authors found that youth who had 
reported using e-cigarettes in the 
past 30 days were 3.2x more likely 
to report vaping marijuana 

• Chadi et al found that youth who used 
e-cigarettes were 3.5x more likely to 
report past or current marijuana use

• The study finding echoes Kowitt et al 
and highlights the relationship 
between youth vaping and youth 
marijuana use

Kowitt et al, 2019; Chadi, et al., 2019

47©

Youth marijuana vaping is on the rise

WSJ, 2019; CNN, 2019; USA Today, 2019; New York Times, 2019

48©
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Near daily marijuana vaping was first recorded in 2019. High 
schoolers are vaping marijuana almost every day at high rates
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Monitoring the Future, 2019

These use rates are 
alarming:

More than 3% of high 
schoolers (aged 14 to 18) are 

inhaling highly potent 
marijuana through vaping 

devices, every day.

Given the current climate, 
these numbers are likely to 

increase.

50©

Monitoring the Future Survey (2018)

One in four 12th graders would try marijuana, or increase 
their use of the drug if marijuana were legalized.

51©

Normalization and ubiquity drives youth use up in “legal” states

Open Source Media
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Whitehill et. al., 2020A study published in the Journal of 
Adolescent Health in 2020 found that 
social media in states that had legalized 
marijuana had a notable impact on 
young people.

• 15 to 19 year-old residents in “legal” states 
reported a higher exposure to marijuana 
content online. 

• Exposure on social media platforms was 
associated with increased odds of past-
year marijuana use.

• Odds of past-year marijuana use increased 
by 48% “with each additional social media 
platform where adolescents reported 
exposure.”

53©

2019 Colorado Health Department Report

CDPHE, 2019

• 400% increase in marijuana poisonings of 
children 0-9 years of age

• 23,009 homes with children are not storing 
marijuana products safely.

• 32,800 homes where children 1-14 years of age 
are exposed to second-hand marijuana 
smoke.

54©

Beyond use, access leads to an increase in availability 
and accidental exposures
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Young children are unwitting victims

56©

The rate of children aged 5 and younger exposed to 
marijuana increased by 147.5 percent

Marijuana exposures are 
increasing across the country

• The increased occurrence of 
accidental exposure to marijuana 
among children is attributed largely 
to states where medical and 
recreational marijuana had been 
legalized.

• 75 percent of exposures were 
attributed to accidental ingestion of 
marijuana products.

• Children younger than age 3 
accounted for 78 percent of the 
exposures.

111

617

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Number of Exposures

National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse – 2018
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Lancet Journal of Psychiatry (2014)

Daily marijuana users under the age of 17:

• Less likely to graduate high school
• More likely to develop addiction
• More likely to use other drugs
• More likely to attempt suicide
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National Academy of Sciences (2012)

1,037 subjects followed from birth to age 38

Persistent marijuana use starting in adolescence:

• Neuropsychological decline
• More cognitive problems
• Stopping later in life didn’t restore healthy 

functioning

59©

Marijuana use harms academic achievement

University of Maryland, Arizona State University

Study of 1,253 college students found:

Marijuana use adversely impacts GPA, Class 
Attendance, and other college outcomes

ASU Study: Persistent marijuana use in high 
school led to lower GPA, test scores, and external 
issues.

60©

Potential consequences?

In a study published in June of 2020, Kamer et 
al. concluded that the legalization of marijuana 

may lead to an increase of approximately
6,800 traffic deaths per year. 

6,800
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The Jury is Still Out…

62©

64% of Colorado localities have 
opted out of legalization 

63©

2019 National Emerson Poll:

68% of Americans want options 
other than legalization 

e.g. Decriminalization of possession or medical-only
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My Reason for Being Here

65©

66©

Resources

Source: 

Drugabuse.gov
LearnaboutSAM.org
MarijuanaReport.org
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Contact us
www.learnaboutsam.org
luke@learnaboutsam.org
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