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THC-Infused Sweets Expose Thousands of Children to Marijuana
Spun from Marijuana-Infused Sweets

The enticing kid-friendly marijuana products we found in our secret shopping expeditions 
across the U.S. should terrify parents and policymakers. 

An analysis of the National Poison Data System marijuana exposure reports for 2017-2019 
found that over one in three edible exposures (36.6%) involved children. This equates to 
thousands of children.

Colorado and Washington were the first two states to pass recreational marijuana, both in 
2012. Colorado was the first state in the U.S. to begin selling marijuana to all adults 21 and 
older; sales began there on Jan. 1, 2014. 

Reports of accidental ingestion of marijuana edibles by very young children began almost 
immediately, as did tales of school administrators faced with mass edible consumption by 
students. 

The number of children five years and younger reported for marijuana exposure to the 
Rocky Mountain Poison and Drug Center significantly increased from 15 in 2012 to 103 in 2019. 
Almost 60% of the cases since 2017 have been for edibles, which look like candy and come 
in flavors that appeal to their young palates.

Other states with legal marijuana have likewise reported increases in accidental
ingestion by kids. In Massachusetts, calls to the Regional Center for Poison Control
and Prevention doubled for pediatric marijuana exposure in the four years after the
state legalized medical marijuana compared to the four years prior. And there was a
statistically significant increase in the incidence of exposure to marijuana edibles for
children zero to four years of age.

Colorado saw a statistically significant increase from 2015 to 2017 in high school
marijuana users consuming edibles, according to the State’s comprehensive Healthy
Kids Colorado Survey. The rate increased from 2% in 2015 to 10% in 2017 and remained
flat in 2019 at 10%.

Colorado does not track the method of use of marijuana among middle schoolers.
But in Oregon, another early legalization state, between 2017 and 2019, the proportion
of 8th graders who consumed marijuana in the past 30 days by eating it increased
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Other states with legal marijuana have likewise reported increases in accidental ingestion by 
kids. In Massachusetts, calls to the Regional Center for Poison Control and Prevention doubled 
for pediatric marijuana exposure in the four years after the state legalized medical marijuana 
compared to the four years prior. And there was a statistically significant increase in the 
incidence of exposure to marijuana edibles for children zero to four years of age.

Colorado saw a statistically significant increase from 2015 to 2017 in high school marijuana 
users consuming edibles, according to the State’s comprehensive Healthy Kids Colorado 
Survey. The rate increased from 2% in 2015 to 10% in 2017 and remained flat in 2019 at 10%.

Colorado does not track the method of use of marijuana among middle schoolers. But in 
Oregon, another early legalization state, between 2017 and 2019, the proportion of 8th graders 
who consumed marijuana in the past 30 days by eating it increased by a quarter to over 30%. 
In fact, a larger percentage of 8th graders than 11th graders reported using edibles in 2019.

Marijuana edibles, although presented as harmless, sweet treats, have resulted in 
increasing Emergency Room visits in Colorado. A 2019 study found that ER visits attributable 
to marijuana edibles were more likely due to cardiac, intoxication and acute psychiatric 
problems than visits for inhaled marijuana; and visits attributable to marijuana edibles 
were 33 times higher than expected based on sales measured in kilograms of THC, 
marijuana’s main psychoactive ingredient.

Because of the obvious appeal of marijuana candy to children, the statistically significant 
increase in youth edible consumption in Colorado, and the danger of acute psychosis from 
over-consumption, One Chance to Grow Up in 2018 began to document products sold in 
stores. We posted photographs online to 
educate parents, educators, policymakers 
and the media about the reality of today’s 
marijuana.

In the following three years we have 
expanded our coverage to seven states 
where recreational marijuana is sold. 
We do not purchase medical marijuana, 
but products sold in the medical market 
are not very different from products 
sold in the recreational market. And 
in Illinois, medical marijuana was sold 
interchangeably in recreational stores 
when we visited the state in November 
2020.

by a quarter to over 30%. In fact, a larger percentage of 8th graders than 11th graders
reported using edibles in 2019.

Marijuana edibles, although presented as harmless, sweet treats, have resulted in
increasing Emergency Room visits in Colorado. A 2019 study found that ER visits
attributable to marijuana edibles were more likely due to cardiac, intoxication and
acute psychiatric problems than visits for inhaled marijuana; and visits attributable
to marijuana edibles were 33 times higher than expected based on sales measured
in kilograms of THC, marijuana’s main psychoactive ingredient.

Because of the obvious appeal of marijuana candy to children, the statistically
significant increase in youth edible consumption in Colorado, and the danger of
acute psychosis from over-consumption, One Chance to Grow Up in 2018 began to
document products sold in stores. We posted photographs online to educate
parents, educators, policymakers and the media about the reality of today’s
marijuana.
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The absence of federal regulations means each state is the final authority in regulating 
these products. State regulators are often outgunned by the industry. One Colorado health 
department official described efforts to regulate the industry as “chasing cheetahs with 
butterfly nets.”

State regulations differ in fundamental ways, including maximum THC per package, THC 
serving size, markings of THC content, directions for use, and warnings. This inconsistent 
patchwork of regulations increases the risk of overconsumption and accidental 
consumption of THC, which presents a serious threat to young people.

Now is the time to Enact Safeguards

According to the marijuana industry news source, Ganjapreneur, $18 billion in legal 
marijuana sales occurred in the U.S. in 2020. This was $7 billion more than the previous year. 
Nine states doubled their marijuana sales from 2019.

The marijuana industry is no longer a small industry. It is no longer a disorganized industry. 
It is no longer an underfunded industry. 

In 2019, dozens of pro-marijuana companies and interest groups spent more than $8 
million to hire over 130 registered lobbyists, a ten-fold increase in the past decade, 
according to a Wall Street Journal analysis of public lobbying disclosures. MJ Biz Daily, an 
online source for industry news, identified the largest 2020 supporters.

Before any legislative benefits are granted, the marijuana industry should be required to 
show its commitment to seeking legitimate sales from legal consumers only. The industry 
must show more than compliance with inconsistent, weak state regulations because those 
regulations haven’t prevented the explosion in kid-friendly products and increasing youth 
use rates. 

A responsible industry acknowledges that flavored products appeal to kids, as does 
marketing of sweet, fruity products. A responsible industry also acknowledges that even if it 
doesn’t sell these products directly to kids, they will end up in the mouths of kids -- and that 
is unacceptable. A responsible industry does not figuratively wash its hands by claiming 
“It’s a parenting issue” when kids consume these products.

Before the country goes further in unleashing this industry nation-wide, some basic 
protections based on best practices must be established. Here’s what the nation can do to 
stop this.
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Stop Using Kid Culture

The industry claims it is not marketing to 
children, but continues to rely on child 
culture to sell products.

In Oregon, we bought marijuana vape liquid 
named Samoas after the Girl Scout cookie. 
(There is actually a strain of marijuana called 
“Gurl Scout Cookie” sold in several states. The 
nonprofit organization, Girl Scouts of the USA, 
has been forced to defend its trademark.) In 
Illinois, we bought a chocolate bar named like 
the Disney movie Incredibles. In Washington 
state, we bought THC-infused gummies that 
appear to be mass-produced candy sprayed 
with THC. In Nevada we bought a THC candy 
bar containing rainbow sprinkles.

Stop Using Kid Culture

The industry claims it is not marketing to children, but continues to rely on child
culture to sell products.

In Oregon, we bought marijuana vape liquid named Samoas after the Girl Scout
cookie. (There is actually a strain of marijuana called “Gurl Scout Cookie” sold in
several states. The nonprofit organization, Girl Scouts of the USA, has been forced to
defend its trademark.) In Illinois, we bought a chocolate bar named like the Disney
movie Incredibles. In Washington state, we bought THC-infused gummies that
appear to be mass-produced candy sprayed with THC. In Nevada we bought a THC
candy bar containing rainbow sprinkles.
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Stop Calling it Candy

In addition to what’s inside the package, what’s outside is 
also important. The industry should be prohibited from calling 
products candy.  In 2015, Colorado made this practice illegal. This 
label describing grapefruit hard “candy” is no longer allowed in 
Colorado. However, Colorado regulations still allow the marijuana 
brand name to contain the word “candy”. 

Other states should go further than Colorado and outlaw the use 
of the word “candy” or “candies” anywhere on the packaging of 
this drug. In August 2021, Michigan released a detailed advisory 
bulletin to address the problem in their market. 

Stop Calling it Medicine

One of the leading indicators of future marijuana use by youth is a low perception of harm. 
The percentage of U.S. students perceiving great risk from regular marijuana use has seen 
a steady decline since the mid-2010s. 

When a recreational product intended to get high is called “medical” youth are likely to 
assume it promotes health and wellness. Merriam-Webster defines medicine as:

1 : a substance or preparation used in treating disease. 2a : the science and art dealing 
with the maintenance of health and the prevention, alleviation, or cure of disease. 

In November 2020, 11 months after 
recreational sales began in Illinois, we 
bought multiple products that were still 
packaged as “medical” marijuana. After 
a state legalizes marijuana for any use 
by adults over 21 years old, allowing the 
product to be labeled as “medicine” sends 
a confusing message that the product is for 
health and wellness. This is lax regulation 
that can result in future increases in 
marijuana use by children. Youth raised in 
the legal marijuana era may understandably 
assume that anything medical is safe -- and 
that assumption threatens their health. 

Stop Calling it Candy

In addition to what’s inside the package, what’s outside is also important. The
industry should be prohibited from calling products candy.  In 2015, Colorado made
this practice illegal. This label describing grapefruit hard “candy” is no longer allowed
in Colorado. However, Colorado regulations still allow the marijuana brand name to
contain the word “candy”.

Other states should go further than Colorado and outlaw the use of the word “candy”
or “candies” anywhere on the packaging of this drug. In August 2021, Michigan
released a detailed advisory bulletin to address the problem in their market.
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Don’t Make it Easy to Hide

Why does the industry continue to push “discreet” products? If it’s legal, customers do not 
have to hide use.  But easily hidden products appeal to  kids and make it harder for parents 
and educators to stop marijuana use.

In Colorado, you can buy powdered THC. In Michigan, you can buy a colorless, odorless 
“drink enhancer”. In multiple states you can buy THC infused sugar. These products make it 
easy to invisibly lace any food item with THC, with or without the consent of those who are 
consuming it.

In Nevada, a fruit punch flavored mouth spray has a removable label making it easy to hide 
the device in a backpack or pencil case.

Don’t Make it Easy to Hide, Since it’s Legal

Why does the industry continue to push “discreet” products? If it’s legal, customers
do not have to hide use.  But easily hidden products appeal to  kids and make it
harder for parents and educators to stop marijuana use.

In Colorado, you can buy powdered THC. In Michigan, you can buy a colorless,
odorless “drink enhancer”. In multiple states you can buy THC infused sugar. These
products make it easy to invisibly lace any food item with THC, with or without the
consent of those who are consuming it.
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In Nevada, a fruit punch flavored mouth spray has a removable label making it easy
to hide the device in a backpack or pencil case.
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Don’t Just Pay Lip Service to Regulations

Putting the phrase “Keep out of Reach of Children” or “Not for Kids” on the packaging does 
not give blanket protection if you still create sweet, colorful marijuana edibles. Young kids 
can’t read and teens may find this especially alluring.

Don’t Just Pay Lip Service to Regulations

Putting the phrase “Keep out of Reach of Children” or “Not for Kids” on the packaging
does not give blanket protection if you still create sweet, colorful marijuana edibles.
Young kids can’t read and teens may find this especially alluring.
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Mark Edibles with a Universal Symbol

If Mars can mark its candy with the 
M&M symbol, the marijuana industry 
can mark its edibles with a universal 
symbol. Some states only require the 
packaging -- not the product itself 
-- to be marked with a universal 
symbol. Some states do not appear 
to have a universal symbol even on 
the packaging. Colorado mandated 
that certain edibles can be marked 
with a universal symbol to indicate 
they contain THC, like the brownie 
squares and the tablets. THC added to 
any food, be it pretzels or chocolate, 
is inherently deceptive without a 
marking. 

There is no reason why these gummy 
candies from Oregon cannot be 
marked. It would make the product 
recognizable as the high-inducing 
drug that is dangerous for kids.

Mark Edibles with a Universal Symbol

If Mars can mark its candy with the M&M symbol, the marijuana industry can mark its
edibles with a universal symbol. Some states only require the packaging -- not the
product itself -- to be marked with a universal symbol. Some states do not appear to
have a universal symbol even on the packaging. Colorado mandated that certain
edibles can be marked with a universal symbol to indicate they contain THC, like the
brownie squares below. THC added to any food, be it pretzels or chocolate, is
inherently deceptive without a marking.

There is no reason why this brownie from Oregon cannot be marked. It would make
the product recognizable as the high-inducing drug that is dangerous for kids.
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Make Edibles Single Serving

Some marijuana products 
are so small, they can’t 
be separated into single 
servings. We bought 
multi-serving edibles 
roughly the size of a 
quarter in Oregon and 
Michigan. 

This unmarked Oregon 
brownie gets double 
billing for problematic 
risks. This bite-sized 
brownie contains ten 5mg 
servings of THC.

We are concerned that Michigan is ignoring the risk of over-ingestion of edible marijuana 
with products that make the customer guess the serving. The one-inch gummy is 50mg of 
THC and the three-inch cookie is 100mg of THC. 

A similar THC-infused cookie sold in Colorado in 2014 resulted in the death of a visiting 
college student due to acute psychosis from overconsumption.

August 2021

We are concerned that Michigan is ignoring the risk of over-ingestion of edible
marijuana with products that make the customer guess the serving. The one-inch
gummy is 50mg of THC and the three-inch cookie is 100mg of THC.

A similar THC-infused cookie sold in Colorado in 2014 resulted in the death of a
visiting college student due to acute psychosis from overconsumption.
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Make Edibles Single Serving

Some marijuana products are so small, they can’t be separated into single servings.
We bought multi-serving edibles roughly the size of a quarter in Oregon and
Michigan.

The Oregon brownie gets double billing for problematic risks. This quarter-sized
brownie would be difficult if not impossible to divide in 10 servings, as the label
suggests.
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Standardize Servings

In the world of alcohol, a can of beer is 
equivalent to a glass of wine is equivalent 
to a shot of whiskey. This allows public 
awareness campaigns to give advice on 
alcohol impairment and overuse.

No such standard servings exist with 
marijuana. In Michigan, we purchased a 
tablet with 2.5mg of THC. In California, we 
purchased a tablet 10 times stronger with 
25mg of THC.

Colorado settled on no more than 10mg 
THC as a standard edible serving. If each 
manufacturer sets the serving size, then 
there is no standardization. All Colorado 
has done is regulate a “maximum serving” 
not a standardized serving. 

In May 2021, the National Institute on 
Drug Abuse announced that the federal 
standard measurement unit for THC 
research will be 5mg. This will allow 
scientists to gain a better understanding 
of the cumulative effects of THC exposure. 
This would include the effects of prenatal 
or adolescent exposure on brain 
development, cognition and educational 
attainment, according to NIDA Director 
Nora Volkow, MD.

The lack of either industry or regulator-
mandated standard edible THC serving 
sizes puts 100% of the responsibility on 
consumers to use responsibly while 
making it much harder to educate the 
public about unsafe levels of marijuana 
use. This failure presents a growing risk to public safety with the rise in states allowing pot 
clubs and public consumption of marijuana.
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Oregon regulations (or lack of) burden consumers with the task of dividing their purchased 
products into individual serving sizes, like these rice crispy treats, fudge and hot cinnamon 
gummy.

Apparently in Illinois, they ignore the issue of serving size altogether, as we purchased bulk 
edibles, a bag of pretzels, and French onion soup mix that forgo any directions on use.
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Lower the Edible Dose

Marijuana edibles go through the digestive system and it can take up to four hours for 
an edible to reach peak intoxicating effect, so accidental over-consumption has been 
a documented problem in legal states.
 
Edibles represented the largest 
portion of poison control calls (45%) 
for marijuana exposure in Colorado 
from January 2017 through June 2020.  
Edibles also represented a larger 
portion of Emergency Department visits 
in Colorado from 2014-2016.  Edibles 
were also more likely to be associated 
with acute psychosis in Emergency 
Department visits than smokable 
marijuana. 

Micro-dosing THC is a recommended 
practice that addresses the unique 
pharmacokinetics of edibles. We found 
2mg gummies in Illinois and 2.5mg 
mints in Michigan. Micro-dosing is 
especially important in a recreational 
market where many consumers are 
either not familiar with edible THC or 
infrequent users.

Micro-dosing does NOT mean putting 
more THC in a smaller-sized edible. 
In Michigan we bought a 40mg (4 
servings!) THC sublingual melt in a 
square the size of a dime.
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Micro-dosing does NOT mean putting more THC in a smaller-sized edible. In
Michigan we bought a 40mg (4 servings!) THC sublingual melt in a square the size of
a dime.
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Remove the Color, Flavor and Sugar

Packaging a high-inducing drug in candy form misrepresents the product as innocuous to 
adults and an attraction to kids.

As the federal government restricts the sale of flavored tobacco products, it will have a 
roadmap for tackling marijuana once it assumes regulatory oversight.

The industry would show it is serious about reducing youth use and not marketing to 
children by stripping its edible products of additives that make the products colorful, 
flavorful, and sweet.

These 10mg THC capsules bought in Washington state will have the same effect as every 
other edible shown above. This should be the future of THC edibles in a society that values 
our children and their one chance to grow up.

Remove the Color, Flavor and Sugar

Packaging a high-inducing drug in candy form misrepresents the product as
innocuous to adults and an attraction to kids.

As the federal government restricts the sale of flavored tobacco products, it will have
a roadmap for tackling marijuana once it assumes regulatory oversight.

The industry would show it is serious about reducing youth use and not marketing to
children by stripping its edible products of additives that make the products colorful,
flavorful, and sweet.

These 10mg THC capsules bought in Washington state will have the same effect as
every other edible shown above. This should be the future of THC edibles in a society
that values our children and their one chance to grow up.
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