
 

Cannabis-infused chocolate fountains are flowing at weddings.“Budtenders” 
are pouring cannabis cocktails. And as sales of edibles are trending up, 
cannabis brands are emphasizing the idea that the products might offer a 
healthier alternative to bongs or blunts. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/01/fashion/weddings/cannabis-marijuana-weddings.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/19/well/eat/weed-cannabis-drinks.html
https://bdsa.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/BDSA-Cannabis-Infused-Foods-and-Beverages-2.pdf
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“Edibles allow you to enjoy cannabis without the negative side effects of 
smoking,” reads the website of Kiva, which makes cannabis chocolate bars and 
fruit-flavored gummies. 

Consumers are increasingly asking whether that’s the case, but the answer is 
complicated. There’s little research comparing the health effects of edibles and 
smoking head-to-head. What we do know so far largely comes from limited 
data, anecdotes and inferences from researchers and clinicians. 

“There’s tons of nuance there,” said Ryan Vandrey, a professor of psychiatry 
and behavioral sciences at Johns Hopkins Medicine who studies cannabis. 
“You can’t black and white say edibles are safer than smoking, or smoking is 
worse than vaping — there are different risks for the different routes.” 

Edibles are harder to dose 

When someone smokes a joint, the high hits almost immediately and then 
fades within a few hours. But the cannabinoids in edibles take their time 
traveling through the gastrointestinal tract. It can take anywhere from 30 
minutes to several hours for users to feel the effects, said Daniel Barrus, a 
pharmacologist at the nonprofit research organization RTI International. That 
timing can vary even for experienced cannabis consumers, because the 
contents of your stomach affect how quickly an edible kicks in, said Dr. Collin 
Reiff, a clinical assistant professor of psychiatry at the N.Y.U. Grossman School 
of Medicine. 

More About Cannabis 
With recreational marijuana becoming legal in several states, cannabis products are 
becoming more easily available and increasingly varied. 

• A New Heavyweight in the Industry?: The retired boxer Mike Tyson’s foray 
into the cannabis market in New York is a test of how far a celebrity can carry a 
brand. 

• Easing Restrictions: Federal scientists have recommended that the U.S. 
government remove marijuana from the nation’s most restrictive category of 
drugs. 

• Marijuana or a Gun?: Legal challenges are pending across the country against 
a federal law that prevents medical marijuana users from buying or owning 
firearms. 

• Use Among Older Adults: Older people are using cannabis more than ever. 
Here’s what to know about the potential medicinal benefits and the side effects. 

As a result, consumers can end up nibbling an extra bite of a pot brownie or 
eating another gummy to feel more of an effect — and end up way too high 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/16/nyregion/mike-tyson-weed-cannabis-nyc.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-cannabis&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_1&block=storyline_top_links_recirc
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/16/nyregion/mike-tyson-weed-cannabis-nyc.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-cannabis&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_1&block=storyline_top_links_recirc
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/12/health/marijuana-fda-dea.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-cannabis&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_1&block=storyline_top_links_recirc
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/12/health/marijuana-fda-dea.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-cannabis&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_1&block=storyline_top_links_recirc
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/29/us/guns-marijuana-background-checks.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-cannabis&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_1&block=storyline_top_links_recirc
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/16/well/mind/medical-marijuana-seniors.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-cannabis&variant=show&region=MAIN_CONTENT_1&block=storyline_top_links_recirc
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when the drug finally kicks in, sometimes causing paranoia, delusions and 
panic attacks. These effects typically subside within hours, but people can 
have rapid, racing heart rates, leading some to seek medical attention. 

“I see far more adverse outcomes in people who use edibles,” Dr. Reiff said. 

A study of emergency department visits related to marijuana at a large hospital 
in Colorado found that people who took edibles were more likely to end up in 
the emergency room. (Total admissions were higher for smokers, most likely 
because far more people smoked than used edibles, according to state 
cannabis sales data.) People who took edibles were also more likely to 
experience cardiovascular or acute psychiatric symptoms, than those who 
smoked. 

Far more people consume edibles safely every day than end up in the hospital, 
noted Dr. Andrew Monte, a professor of emergency medicine and medical 
toxicology at the University of Colorado School of Medicine and lead author of 
the study. 

Edibles can lead to more intense highs 

Edibles can sometimes induce a more intense, intoxicating high than smoking, 
because of how the body metabolizes T.H.C., the main compound in cannabis, 
said James MacKillop, director of the Michael G. DeGroote Centre for Medicinal 
Cannabis Research at McMaster University. 

Even for experienced users, edibles can have a potent effect. For some people, 
that high can be pleasant; for others, fear and anxiety can take hold. 

Edibles may have less addictive potential, Dr. MacKillop said, because in 
general, the quicker a person feels a drug’s effects, the greater the chance the 
user will become dependent. A study last year found that roughly one-fifth of 
people who use cannabis develop cannabis use disorder. 

The respiratory risk of smoking 

Smoking any substance has the potential to harm your lungs. 

Cannabis smoke contains many of the same toxic chemicals and carcinogens 
as cigarette smoke, and the drug, when smoked, can damage lung tissues and 
blood vessels, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The 

https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/M18-2809
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/29/health/cannabis-marijuana-disorder.html
https://www.cdc.gov/marijuana/health-effects/lung-health.html
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method also matters: When people smoke a joint or blunt, they also inhale 
particulate matter from rolling papers or wrappers, as well as particulate 
matter from the cannabis itself, both of which may harm the lungs. 

Vapes heat cannabis through a different method than joints, bongs and pipes, 
and so vapes can help consumers avoid harmful compounds like carbon 
monoxide and tar, Dr. Barrus said. But vapes still expose the lungs to irritants, 
and some evidence has found that vapes generate dangerous emissions. Cases 
of vaping-related illnesses and injuries caused by contaminants in vapeshave 
concerned doctors for years. 

People who smoke cannabis seem to be at an increased risk for bronchitis, and 
it’s clear that smoke can significantly irritate the lungs, Dr. Barrus said. But 
studies have not definitively proven that smoking cannabis can cause lung 
cancer, as smoking tobacco does. 

The shared risks 

No matter how you consume cannabis, it carries both long and short-term 
risks. 

Cannabis can increase your heart rate and blood pressure. Daily use is linked 
to a higher risk of heart failure. The drug also takes a toll on cognition. It slows 
your reaction time — that’s part of why driving high is so dangerous — and 
users may struggle with concentration and memory even after a high wears off. 

As with any drug, “dose and frequency really drive health risks,” Dr. Vandrey 
said. “With cannabis, and for really anything else.” 

Dani Blum is a health reporter for The Times. More about Dani Blum 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/29/well/cannabis-weed-edibles-smoking.html 
 
 I’m a little confused—OK, a lot—but isn’t much of the cannabis consumed now, 
for pain relief purposes, non-hallucinogenic? Are there health risks here too?  
 

Part of the problem is that we—guys like me for sure—can’t quite take “weed” 
entirely seriously, given all the jokes and humour resorted to about “potheads.” 
For instance, isn’t weight gain a cannabis risk from shovelling down munchies? 
22 Minutes once had a great skit about RCMP officers detecting cannabis 
impairment in drivers by offering them a choice between munchies and raw 
vegetables. Two hosers sitting at a stop sign, munching away, when asked why 
they stayed there, replied “Well, it hasn’t turned green.” Cannabis, even 
smoking anything, mercifully has never been a taste I have acquired.     TJB 

https://www.michiganmedicine.org/health-lab/vaping-marijuana-associated-more-symptoms-lung-damage-vaping-or-smoking-nicotine
https://newscenter.lbl.gov/2021/05/21/emissions-from-vaporizable-cannabis-concentrates-have-potential-health-risks/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/31/health/vaping-marijuana-ecigarettes-sickness.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/01/nyregion/cannabis-bacteria-pesticides-illegal-dispensary.html
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/basic_information/e-cigarettes/severe-lung-disease.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6118880/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/26/well/live/marijuana-heart-health-cardiovascular-risks.html
https://newsroom.heart.org/news/marijuana-use-linked-with-increased-risk-of-heart-attack-heart-failure
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3037578/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/12/well/live/driving-while-high-marijuana.html
https://nida.nih.gov/publications/research-reports/marijuana/what-are-marijuanas-long-term-effects-brain
https://www.nytimes.com/by/dani-blum
https://www.nytimes.com/by/dani-blum
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/29/well/cannabis-weed-edibles-smoking.html

