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                                    Medical Pot May Help Many Battle Insomnia, Pain and Stress: Study

                                    
More and more U.S. states are allowing marijuana to be taken as medicine, and a new study suggests that users do indeed feel better.


In a survey of nearly 1,300 people with chronic health conditions, researchers found that those using "medicinal cannabis" reported less pain, better sleep and reduced anxiety.


They also tended to use fewer prescription medications and were less likely to have been to the hospital recently.


A majority of U.S. states have made marijuana legal for medical or recreational use, and studies have looked at whether those laws are linked to increased marijuana use, car accidents or emergency room visits.


But little research has examined the impact of legalization on the people who use medicinal cannabis, said senior study author Ryan Vandrey, an associate professor of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine in Baltimore.


The finding that cannabis users felt better than nonusers is not necessarily surprising, according to Vandrey. But it's important to demonstrate it in a study, he said.


The results do not prove, however, that medicinal cannabis is effective. It's also unclear whether certain products were linked to particular benefits.


Medicinal cannabis included not only formulations of THC -- the chemical behind marijuana's "high" -- but also cannabidiol, or CBD, which does not create a high. Fifty-eight percent of users were taking "CBD-dominant" oils, tinctures and other products.


CBD has exploded in popularity across the United States in recent years, and is marketed in everything from oils and capsules to cookies and coffee. The purported benefits are also wide-ranging, and include relief from chronic pain, anxiety and insomnia.


But nearly all of those claims are untested, said Richard Miller, a professor of pharmacology at Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine in Chicago.


CBD has been shown to improve certain rare seizure disorders, he noted. In 2018, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration approved Epidiolex -- a purified, pharmaceutical-grade CBD -- for those conditions.


"But all of the other 10,000 things CBD is supposed to do? We have no idea," Miller said. "I think the vast majority of it is b.s."


That said, cannabis clearly does have some medicinal use, according to Miller.


"With respect to humanity's experience with cannabis," he said, "people have taken it medicinally for thousands of years." It was only in the last century that marijuana prohibition took hold -- making those years "the anomaly," Miller said.


The new findings, published recently in the journal Cannabis and Cannabinoid Research, are based on responses from 808 cannabis users and 468 "controls." All had chronic health conditions -- most often neurological disorders such as multiple sclerosis or epilepsy; chronic pain; or psychiatric conditions such as depression or anxiety.


All were seeking information from a nonprofit on medical marijuana use; people in the control group were not using cannabis but were considering it.


Overall, the study found, cannabis users scored a little lower on standard scales rating pain severity and anxiety and depression. They also reported better sleep quality.


More striking, Vandrey said, was the fact that cannabis users needed less health care: They were 46% less likely to have been hospitalized in the prior month, and 39% less likely to have visited an ER. And in their day-to-day lives, they tended to use fewer prescription medications -- an average of 14% fewer.


Jane Allen, an analyst with the research institute RTI International in North Carolina, called the study's recruitment strategy a limitation. Since participants consulted the nonprofit, they likely had "positive perceptions" about cannabis from the start, she said.


"The study would be stronger and less susceptible to bias if recruitment had been through a cannabis-neutral channel," Allen said.


To Vandrey, the findings highlight the need for researchers to dig deeper into medicinal cannabis. Studies need to look, for example, at individual health conditions and the effects of a given CBD or THC product, he said.


"If we're going to legalize cannabis to be used as medicine," Vandrey said, "then we need to better understand how to use it as medicine."


Miller agreed. He said the new  findings "add to the flow of data" that medicinal cannabis has benefits -- but the specifics remain unclear.


The study also found that only 27% of cannabis users said they were doing so under a doctor's recommendation.


That's concerning, according to Vandrey. "So who is recommending it to them?" he said. "And are their doctors aware they're using it?"


For one, he noted, there's increasing evidence that cannabinoids can interact with certain medications.


Vandrey suggested that if people are interested in using cannabis for medical reasons, they talk to their doctor. And do the research: "See if there's evidence of safety and efficacy for your health condition," he said.


More information


The U.S. National Center for Complementary and Integrative Medicine has more on cannabis.

                                    SOURCES: Ryan Vandrey, Ph.D., associate professor, psychiatry and behavioral sciences, Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, Baltimore; Richard Miller, Ph.D., professor, pharmacology, Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine, Chicago; Jane Allen, M.A., senior research public health analyst, RTI International, Research Triangle Park, N.C.; Cannabis and Cannabinoid Research, online, June 8, 2020
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