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Introduction

Numerous states have passed and implemented laws allowing the use, sale, and

possession of marijuana for medical purposes. Colorado and Washington State led

the way for the legalization of nonmedical marijuana use, sale, and possession in

2012, followed by Alaska and Oregon in 2014. More recently, Massachusetts,

Nevada, Maine and California also legalized recreational use. Numerous other states

are currently considering the implementation of similar laws. At the federal level,

however, marijuana use, sale, and possession remain illegal. Marijuana continues to

be classified as a Schedule 1 substance under the Controlled Substances Act of

1970, which states that the substance has a high abuse potential and no established

medical purpose.

Advocates for and against legalizing the use, sale and possession of both medical

and nonmedical marijuana often approach the topic with strong opinions and

emotional appeals. Such arguments are frequently, however, not grounded in

research, resulting in policy changes that lack an empirical foundation. Researchers

are working in order to give meaningful advice to policymakers, who need

empirical studies to help them come to informed opinions about this highly charged

and rapidly-evolving topic.

This special issue of the Journal of Primary Prevention examines the research

related to medical and nonmedical marijuana policy legislation, implementation,

and impact. Our goal for this issue is to help bridge the gap between research and
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practice—to inform policymakers of the research on the effects of policy legislation

and implementation. These articles will result in policy decisions that are grounded

in empirical study, and, in turn, for policymakers, seeing the impact of policy

implementation and new questions being raised, to help guide where more research

is needed. We have grouped the articles into two major topics. The first addresses

the impact of changes in laws and policies (this JOPP issue: Pacula & Hunt, Thomas

et al., and Thomas & Freisthler). The second set examines the impact of changes in

policies, which in turn have resulted in changes in access and subsequent use and

problems (this JOPP issue: Freisthler et al., Friese et al., Romano et al., Paschall

et al., and Voas et al.).

If recreational cannabis use is to be adopted as a policy, we need to understand

what laws are currently in place. In the first study of its kind, Thomas and her

colleagues discuss the addition of state laws regarding nonmedical marijuana use to

the alcohol policy information system (APIS). APIS provides information on 35

national and state alcohol-related policies. The same general approach will be used

to add policies related to nonmedical cannabis use and possession laws. More

specifically, the authors introduce what they have named the ‘‘Cannabis Policy

Taxonomy.’’ This classification system examines empirical studies on policies, and

introduces the results of interviews with experts, to determine the most important

variables to be addressed in this new model. The model will provide researchers and

policymakers with up-to-date legal information as laws evolve.

Other articles in this issue looked at the impact of policy changes on nonmedical

marijuana access. Examining the impact of legalization on marijuana price (i.e.,

economic access), Pacula and Hunt used price data collected between October 2013

and 2014 in Washington and Colorado. They analyzed data from a longitudinal

survey of prices paid by consumers and those from dispensary prices advertised

online. Their investigation showed neither a short-term (3 and 5 months) nor a long-

term (1 year) effect on price, other than a general downward trend. They did note,

however, variances across states, supply source, and marijuana strains, suggesting

that these important factors need to be taken into account to understand price effects

fully.

Policy changes alone are insufficient to change public behavior. They also need

to be accompanied by clear and consistent enforcement (Levy & Friend, 2002).

Thomas and Freisthler examined the need for consistent enforcement of the

physical availability of marijuana in order to avoid unregulated expansion beyond

legally mandated limits. They studied Los Angeles in May 2013 after voters

approved Proposition D, which allowed only 135 dispensaries to operate and also

set zoning restrictions. Results showed that new dispensaries were opening in areas

with a higher proportion of black residents and closing in areas that had a higher

percentage of commercially-zoned land. The authors concluded that consistent

regulation was necessary to avoid dispensaries being opened in areas in which they

might go undetected and where residents might not advocate against their presence.

Changes in attitudes regarding medical marijuana access and use appear to be

translating into revised attitudes regarding nonmedical marijuana access and use. To

understand this association, Paschall and colleagues examined the relationship

between rates of patients using medical marijuana in 32 Oregon counties from 2005
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to 2013 and marijuana use among youth over that same period. Results showed that

the mean rate of marijuana patients increased substantially from 2.8 in 2005 to 14.8

in 2013. Concurrent with this increase appeared to be an increased rate and

frequency of youth 30-day use. Favorable perceived norms regarding use that were

consistent with the counties in which the rates of medical marijuana patients

increased over the time period seemed to help drive this change.

Freisthler and colleagues examined the impact of physical availability of

recreational use cannabis in Denver on violent, property, and marijuana-specific

crimes. Data were collected on locations of crimes, marijuana outlets, and

covariates for 481 Census block groups over 34 months. Results showed that

marijuana outlet density was unrelated to property and violent crimes in local areas

but was significantly related to crime rates in adjacent areas. These findings suggest

that geographic areas in which delineated outcomes are assessed need to be

expanded because outlet density effects may be more widespread than immediate

localities.

The rapidly changing legal status of marijuana and the growing marijuana market

have led to an increase in the availability of food products (edibles) such as cookies,

brownies, and candies infused with marijuana or hashish. Friese and colleagues

analyzed youth data from Northern California to examine edible use among youth.

Results showed that edible use is common among teenage marijuana users, with

72% of lifetime marijuana users and 82% of past month marijuana users having

used edibles in their lifetime. Edible users, compared to marijuana users who have

not used edibles, were more likely to have used marijuana in the past 30 days, more

frequently in the past 30 days, more likely on school property, and more frequently

on school property. These and other results show the importance of studying all

forms of marijuana use, particularly forms that might be appealing to youth.

Another area of concern in the legalization of cannabis use involves the

possibility of increased number of individuals driving under the influence of

marijuana. Romano and colleagues examined the means by which marijuana use

and crash risk are measured in epidemiological studies in order to account for

seemingly contradictory literature findings (Li, Brady, & Chen, 2013; Romano,

Torres-Saavedra, Voas, & Lacey, 2014). They reported that failure to account for

limitations in the databases biased the drug risk estimates reported by Li and

colleagues upward, and those by Romano and colleagues downward. Study authors

concluded that there is a need to address the limitations of the FARS database in

order to allow this database to be used in future estimations of drug crash risk.

Taken together, these eight papers offer unique perspectives on the quickly

changing environment of medical and recreational marijuana legalization polices,

enforcement and implementation. We are excited to be able to contribute

empirically to this important discussion, so that policy decisions are based in

research and, in turn, additional studies can be informed by this rapidly evolving

research and policy landscape.
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