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History of Medical Cannabis

§ 10,000 years of 
medicinal cannabis use
• Folk remedies 
• Spiritual ceremonies
• Included in the U.S. 

Pharmacopeia 1854-
1941

§ 100 years of cannabis 
prohibition
• Harrison Narcotic Act 

1914
• Marijuana Tax Act of 1937 

• Outlawed cannabis for 
medical use in U.S..

• 1941 cannabis removed 
from the U.S. 
Pharmacopoeia and 
National Formulary
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Cannabis Prohibition
The American Medical Association opposed the 
first federal law outlawing cannabis, testifying 
before congress in 1937:

“The American Medical Association knows of no evidence 
that marihuana is a dangerous drug” and that prohibition 
“loses sight of the fact that future investigation may show 
that there are substantial medical uses for Cannabis” 
(Americans for Safe Access, 2004, p. 9)
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Cannabis Safety
Numerous studies and reports have attested to the 
safety of cannabis:
§ 1944 LaGuardia Report 
§ 1972 Schafer Commission Report 
§ 1997 British House of Lords report
§ 1999 Institute of Medicine Report
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Cannabis Regulation Era
§ 1964: Endocannabinoid system 

(ECS) was discovered by Dr. 
Mechoulam and colleagues 

§ 1980s-1992: Escalation of 
cannabinoid research

§ 1980s: The War on Drugs
§ 1985: FDA approved first 

synthetic cannabinoid medicine 
§ 1988: Δ9-THC, and the CB1 and 

CB2 receptors discovered by 
scientists 

§ 1990s: Consumer demand 
for medical cannabis in 
response to the AIDs 
epidemic 

§ 1996: California Proposition 
215 Compassionate Use Act
– First medical marijuana law
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Status of medical cannabis in US
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Controlled Substance Act 1970
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Medical Cannabis in New Mexico
§ Legal since 2007.
§ Practitioners cannot 

prescribe cannabis, only 
"recommend"

§ MD, NP, or DO refer patients 
to a Medical Marijuana 
Program certifying the 
patient has a “qualifying 
condition” 

§ Patients can cultivate 4 
mature plants 

§ Patients/caregivers can 
purchase up to 15 oz. every 
90 days 
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New Mexico Cannabis Patients
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NM Cannabis Patient Enrollment by 
Qualifying Condition
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The Endocannabinoid System (ECS)
§ Large and complex system in the 

human body 
– cannabinoid receptors
– endogenous endocannabinoids 

that bind to the receptors 
(anandamide & 2-AG)

– enzymes that control synthesis 
and breakdown of cannabinoids.

§ Regulate homeostasis 
§ Prevent disease and aging
§ Mediate inhibition or release of 

neurotransmitters
§ Affect a wide range of neurologic 

and immune processes
§ Dysregulation of the ECS can result 

in disease conditions.
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The Endocannabinoid System (ECS) 
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Medical Cannabis
§ Phytocannabinoids

– plant sources of 
cannabis 

– > 400 chemical 
compounds

– bind to endogenous 
cannabinoid receptors 

– produce a therapeutic 
effect

– mimic the effect of 
endogenous 
endocannabinoids.

– Cannabis sativa

§ Cannabis
– > 100 different 

cannabinoids
– THC, CBD, CBN, CBG, 

CBC, THCa,
– Terpenes, flavonoids, 

fatty acids
§ Entourage effect
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Terpenes
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Trichomes
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Therapeutic effects
§ Eat, sleep, relax, rest, forget, protect

– Cachexia
– Chronic pain 
– Neuropathies
– Chemotherapy induced nausea & vomiting
– Spasticity symptoms in Multiple Sclerosis 
– Insomnia 
– Seizures
– PTSD (NASEM, 2017; NCSBN, 2018)) 

§ Harm reduction in opioid use disorder:
– Decreased opioid overdose mortality rates
– Decreased opioid prescription rates 
– Reduce opioid hospitalizations in states with medical cannabis 

laws (Clark et al., 2021)
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Why is it important to incorporate medical 
cannabis into nursing education?

§ Patients are using 
cannabis for 
recreational and 
medical purposes

§ Lack of education on 
medical cannabis in 
nursing education 
programs.
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§ Nurses need practical 
information on how to 
care for these patients in 
a safe and effective 
manner.



Six Principles of Essential Knowledge

The nurse shall have a working knowledge of :

§ The current state of legalization of medical and recreational 
cannabis use.

§ The jurisdiction’s Medical Marijuana Program (MMP).
§ The endocannabinoid system (ECS), cannabinoid receptors, 

cannabinoids, and the interactions between them.
§ Cannabis pharmacology and the research associated with the 

medical use of cannabis.
§ The safety considerations for patient use of cannabis.
§ The nurse shall approach the patient without judgment regarding 

the patient’s choice of treatment or preferences in managing pain 
and other distressing symptoms.
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Medical cannabis content in
nursing education programs

Recommendations
§ Science education: 

Teach ECS in Anatomy & 
Physiology courses 
(Clark, 2021)

§ Resources: Identify 
teaching/learning 
resources and faculty 
development 
opportunities

§ Placement: Determine 
appropriate place for 
cannabis content in 
nursing curriculum
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Coming soon: A course on medical 
cannabis for healthcare providers
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