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Marijuana and Kids:  It is a Big Deal 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Message to Parents  
 
 Marijuana use interferes with academic achievement in middle school, high school, college 

and later in life. 
 

 Parents are the most important influence on their children’s decisions to use – or not to use – 
marijuana. 

 
 Talk openly and directly with your children about marijuana and the negative effects of its 

use. 
 

 Make sure your children know that you do not want them to use marijuana – or other drugs – 
and why you have come to this conclusion. 

 
Marijuana Use Is Not Safe  

 
 Heavy marijuana use may damage developing brains in teens and young adults.1 The human 
brain goes through intense growth during the adolescent years and is not fully developed until 
the mid-20s. Long-term marijuana use causes destructive changes in the brain that are similar to 
those caused by long-term cocaine and heroin use.2 
 

 Long-term regular marijuana use can impair memory, attention span, and the ability to 
understand complex information. 3 4 
 

 

Kids, teens and young adults are the population most vulnerable to marijuana, including addiction. 
These are the facts that teens and young adults need to know: 
 

• Most teens and young adults do not use marijuana; 
• Marijuana is not safe to use; 
• Marijuana use negatively impacts mental health; 
• Marijuana is addictive; and, 
• Marijuana is not a medicine. 

 



Published 3/22/12, p.2 
 

 Marijuana use is a major cause of highway crashes, injury and death; use doubles the risk of 
a crash.5 6 7 8 A study of seriously injured drivers admitted to a Maryland shock-trauma center 
found that half of drivers aged 20 and younger tested positive for recent marijuana use, compared 
to one third of seriously injured drivers who tested positive for alcohol.9 Nearly one quarter 
(23.2%) of high school seniors reported that they drove or rode with a driver after using 
marijuana in the two weeks prior to being surveyed.10  
 

 Prenatal exposure to marijuana use11  and early initiation of marijuana use is associated with 
low educational attainment.12 13 14 15 Compared with non-drug users, teens in high school who 
have tried marijuana are 3 times more likely to earn a C average and 6-7 times more likely to 
earn a D average.16 Marijuana use is associated with lower grade point average, negative 
attitudes towards school, less satisfaction with school, increased rates of absenteeism, and poor 
school performance.17 18 19 
 

 Adolescents who use marijuana have higher rates of other illegal drug use.20 This is most 
evident for heavy users.  The tight link between marijuana use and the use of other illegal drugs 
is even more pronounced for adolescents than for adults. 
 

 After more than a decade of decline, rates of marijuana use among teens are rising. The rate 
of past 30 day marijuana use by young people has changed significantly over the past few 
decades. Marijuana use reached its peak in the late 1970s, and then drastically declined between 
1980 and 1992. Since that time marijuana use has fluctuated, but now once again the rate of 
marijuana use is on the rise. In 2011, one in 15 high school seniors smoked marijuana daily.21 
This high level of daily use has not been seen for more than 30 years.22 More than 1 in 5 high 
school seniors used marijuana in the past 30 days. Of all those who used marijuana for the first 
time in 2010, 62.5% were younger than age 18.23   
 

 Early marijuana use is especially dangerous. Adults who first used marijuana at or before age 
14 are six times more likely to meet the diagnostic criteria for abuse or dependence than those 
who initiated marijuana use at age 18 or older (12.6% vs. 2.1%), and two times more likely than 
those who initiated marijuana use between the ages of 15 and 17 (12.6% vs. 6.6%).24  

 
 Marijuana is the leading cause of substance abuse and dependence. Of the 7.1 million 
Americans aged 12 and older who meet criteria for abuse or dependence on an illegal drug, over 
60% abuse or are dependent on marijuana.25 About 9% of people who use marijuana once or 
more will become addicted to it.26  
 

 Regular marijuana use increases the risk of dropping out of school.27 28 Students who used 
marijuana before the age of 15 were three times more likely to drop out of school before age 16 
and two times more likely to be frequent truants than students who did not use marijuana.29 
Students who smoked marijuana weekly reported cutting class or skipping school six times more 
frequently than students who did not use marijuana in the past year.30  
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Marijuana Use Negatively Impacts Mental Health  
 

 Prevalence of depression and anxiety increases with higher rates of cannabis use.31 This 
pattern has been shown clearest in young women who use cannabis daily. They had more than a 
fivefold increase in the odds of depression and anxiety compared to non-users. In addition, 
young people who use marijuana weekly have double the risk of depression later in life.   
 

 Marijuana use is associated with depression, suicidal thoughts, and suicide attempts.32 Teens 
age 12 to 17 who smoked marijuana at least once a month were three times more likely to have 
suicidal thoughts than non-users.   

 
 Using marijuana may increase the chance of psychosis.33 34 35 36 Even infrequent marijuana use 
could raise the small but real risk of this serious mental illness by 40%.37  In an analysis of 35 
studies of marijuana users, the risk for psychosis for heavy marijuana users (daily or weekly) was 
50% to 200% higher than for nonusers.  

 
 Heavy marijuana users are more likely to be diagnosed with schizophrenia later in life.38 39  

 
Marijuana is Addictive  

 
 In 2010, 1.2 million teens aged 12 to 17 needed treatment for an illicit drug problem; of this, 
only 98,000 (8.4%) received treatment at a specialty facility.40 An equal number (1.2 million) of 
teens needed treatment as a result of alcohol use. 
 

 More teens are in treatment with a primary diagnosis of marijuana dependence than all other 
illicit drugs combined.41 
 

 Frequent marijuana use results in high risk of dependence. Rates of cannabis dependence are 
estimated at 20% to 30% among those who have used at least five times.42 Higher estimates of 
dependence (35%-40%) are reported among those who report near daily use. 

 
 Rates of marijuana use are higher in “medical marijuana” states, resulting in twice the 
number of residents who meet criteria for marijuana abuse and dependence than in states 
without these laws.43 
 

 The marijuana sold today is far more powerful than the marijuana used 30 years ago.  From 
1992 to 2006, there was a 175% jump in the average potency of marijuana seized.44  Today’s 
marijuana is estimated to be 244% higher in potency than marijuana seized in the 1980s.45   
 

 Heavy use of marijuana creates physical dependence, including tolerance and withdrawal.46  
 

 Signs of marijuana withdrawal include anxiety, depressed mood, decreased appetite, 
irritability, restlessness, difficulty sleeping, stomach pain, aggression and anger.47 Withdrawal 
symptoms due to marijuana use run similar courses to withdrawal symptoms due to other drugs 
in terms of magnitude and duration.  
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Smoked Marijuana is NOT “Medicine”  
 

 Although 16 states and the District of Columbia have legalized “medical marijuana,” 
Marijuana is not a medicine. The term “medical marijuana” implies that marijuana use is safe 
and perhaps even beneficial.  Such connotations contribute to decreases in perceived risk of harm 
from marijuana use. As perceived risk of harm from its use decreases, marijuana use increases.48 

 
 Smoking marijuana causes changes in the brain that are similar to those caused by long-term 

use of cocaine and heroin.49 
 

 Smoking is not a safe or sensible way to deliver a drug.50  There is no way to control dose. No 
medicine used anywhere in the world is prescribed by smoking because smoke is harmful to 
lungs.  
 

 Marijuana is more harmful to lungs than tobacco.51 52 Smoking one joint is as harmful to lungs 
as having up to 5 tobacco cigarettes in succession.53 54 Marijuana smoke has ammonia levels that 
are 20 times higher than tobacco smoke. Marijuana contains hydrogen cyanide, nitric oxide and 
aromatic amines at 3-5 times higher than tobacco smoke.  
 

 Marijuana smokers face faster deterioration of lungs – 20 years ahead of tobacco smokers.55    
 

 The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) does not approve of smoked marijuana as 
medicine.56 The FDA does not approve burning leaves as drug delivery system. The primary 
psychoactive chemical in marijuana, delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), is called dronabinol 
(“Marinol”). This medicine is used to treat nausea in cancer and AIDS patients. It is not smoked 
crude marijuana. This medicine, approved by the FDA 20 years ago, can be prescribed by any 
licensed physician.  
 

 Some marijuana is laced with cocaine, PCP and dangerous chemicals including 
formaldehyde.57  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

About “Medical Marijuana” 
 
In 1996, California became the first state to legalize marijuana for “medical” uses through a state 
ballot initiative. Sixteen states and the District of Columbia followed suit. Now “medical 
marijuana” is emerging as a stepping stone to legalization of marijuana for personal use. Supporters 
of “medical marijuana” and legalization disregard the serious negative consequences of increased 
availability and use of marijuana, consequences that will negatively affect Americans of all ages.  
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This Fact Sheet is Provided by the Institute for Behavior and Health, Inc. 
www.ibhinc.org 

www.PreventTeenDrugUse.org. 
 
More information on the negative effects of marijuana can be found at the following 
websites: 
 
Prevent Teen Drug Use: www.PreventTeenDrugUse.org 
Drug Enforcement Administration: www.justice.gov/dea  
National Institute on Drug Abuse: www.nida.nih.gov   
The White House Office of National Drug Control Policy: www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov  
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