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Legalization of access to cannabis: a growing agenda for
tobacco control research in the USA
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The USA experienced a significant reduction in ciga-
rette smoking that relieved the smoking-attributable
health and economic burden considerably, thanks to
the advancement of comprehensive tobacco control
measures.! However, public health policy currently
stands at the crossroads in a rapidly evolving nexus of
conventional tobacco, novel tobacco, and cannabis
products.

The legalization of cannabis sales is expected to in-
crease the legal supply of cannabis products inducing
behavioral and market-level changes in tobacco and
cannabis sectors. Recent evidence suggests increased
cannabis use among adults, increased hospital encoun-
ters due to cannabis intoxication and poisoning among
young children, increased cannabis use among women
of reproductive age in preconception and postpartum
periods, and increased alcohol use, electronic vapor
product use and e-cigarette use among adolescents in
the US states that adopted recreational cannabis laws
(RCLs) and in Canada postlegalization.” Cannabis use
among youth is expected to decrease because RCLs
eliminate youth (below age 21) access to legal cannabis.
Current evidence on the effects of cannabis legalization
on youth cannabis use are, however, mixed.” The long-
term impact of cannabis legalization on population-
level cannabis use is still unknown. It will take longer
span in the post-implementation period for the full ef-
fects to become evident.

While increasing cannabis use may lead to substi-
tution away from tobacco use generating health benefits
from reduction in tobacco-induced diseases, co-use of
cannabis with tobacco may pose health risks of exposure
to toxicants and carcinogens in excess of those associ-
ated with exclusive tobacco use.’ More clarity on the
implications of cannabis legalization for tobacco-related
health consequences and tobacco control is needed to
build awareness and inform the public, users, clinicians,
advocates, and policy makers.

Cannabis is a Schedule I controlled substance under
the federal Controlled Substances Act and is strictly
regulated by the federal Drug Enforcement Agency.* In
2018, hemp (cannabis containing no more than a 0.3%
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concentration of delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol [delta-9-
THC]—the psychoactive component) was removed
from the statutory definition of cannabis. There is,
however, wide variation in the legal status of cannabis
access and use across states. California was the first
state to legalize access to cannabis for “medical” use in
1996. Washington was the first state to legalize access to
cannabis for “recreational” use followed by Colorado in
the same year in 2012. By 2023, 47 U.S. states, four
territories, and Washington DC, legalized access to
cannabis for “medical” and/or for “recreational”
purposes.

The prevalence of cigarette smoking is dispropor-
tionately high among persons who use cannabis and
have cannabis use disorders compared to those who do
not.” Cannabis users are more likely to initiate cigarette
smoking and electronic nicotine delivery systems use.®
Moreover, dual or poly use of cannabis and tobacco
may increase the challenges of quitting, sustained
abstinence from tobacco smoking, or using e-cigarettes
to replace combustible tobacco cigarettes.” Among youth
specifically, co-use of cannabis and e-cigarettes has
grown to an epic proportion due to the popularity of
administering cannabis through the modifiable designs
of e-cigarettes.® Emerging evidence shows that the co-
use of e-cigarettes and cannabis in adolescence may
lead to more frequent cigarette smoking in young
adulthood.” Rampant co-use of cannabis with tobacco
products and progression to higher smoking prevalence
and intensity add up concerns to the already declared
public health emergency of the e-cigarette epidemic
among youth."

The widespread and increasing co-use of cannabis
and tobacco particularly among youth warrants in-
novations and adaptations of the existing tobacco control
measures to the rapidly evolving cannabis market and
policy environment. Empirical literature on the rela-
tionship of tobacco use with cannabis legalization is
nascent, limited, and inconclusive about the population-
level changes in tobacco use attributable to cannabis
legalization."” New and up-to-date data are needed to
address the emerging challenges to tobacco control in
the post-legalization era. The onus of generating rele-
vant scientific evidence falls on the tobacco control
research community.

The evolving legal cannabis market in the USA calls
for reevaluation of the effectiveness of tobacco control
measures in place. It remains for tobacco control
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researchers to identify how cannabis legalization and
regulations are modifying the impact of tobacco control
policy changes on tobacco use and population health
and what innovations are necessitated by these changes.

First, tobacco control initiatives that focus on youth
e-cigarette use in isolation from cannabis use may run
into increased risk of failure in preventing youth from
tobacco use. Overall, there is urgency for the identifi-
cation of the population sub-groups who are at new
risk of increased tobacco use due to cannabis legali-
zation and how they can be supported to minimize the
risk.

Second, the population-level effect of cannabis
legalization on tobacco use may mask the heterogeneity
of the effect by population characteristics, retail envi-
ronment, time and space of implementation, time
elapsed since legalization, and variation in the intensity
of liberalization and enforcement. The dimension of the
measurement of the effect of cannabis legalization is
important in informing targeted policy interventions to
counteract any unintended adverse health or economic
consequences.

Third, there is no evidence on the spillover effects
of recreational cannabis legalization in neighboring
states. State-level variation in the legal access to
cannabis is likely to induce cross-border purchases
among residents in the states that have not yet adop-
ted RCLs. This poses an increased risk of co-use of
cannabis and tobacco products and safety breaches in
the non-RCL states in the absence of any regulatory
framework. Closer investigation of the spillover ef-
fects of cross-border purchases and their health con-
sequences is needed. Regulation of cannabis by the
federal authority and issuance of national-level
guidelines on the health risks from cannabis
contamination is expected to mitigate this effect.”

Fourth, taxation and price regulations determine the
relative prices of substances and incentivize consumers
to switch to cheaper products.” Currently there is no
research to show how cannabis tax is expected to in-
fluence tobacco use behavior as increasing number of
jurisdictions levy and raise cannabis tax.

Finally, the marketing of cannabis products may
influence the harm perceptions and use of tobacco and
nicotine vaping products especially among youth due
to the commonalities of product features (i.e., shape,
size, color) and joint use (e.g., cannabis e-cigarettes
used for inhaling cannabis extracts through vapor-
izers). As the tobacco industry diversifies its product
portfolio with cannabis products and attempts to
reposition itself in the health care and wellness
sector,'* there will be growing need to anticipate the
industry marketing strategies at the cannabis-tobacco
interface and regulate cannabis products. While
emerging evidence suggests that pictorial warnings on
cigars may discourage the use of blunts (cigar wrap
filled with cannabis),” there is no research to show

how warning on cannabis products or lack of it can
interact with tobacco use behavior.
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